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Notes on the Illustrations 


Page i: An early drawing of a pilgrimage caravan. 

Chapter 1: A nineteenth century of the Temple at and the 
Kaabah. 

Chapter 2 and front cover: Caravan to Mecca departing from 
Cairo. 

Chapter 3: Plan of the city of Mecca. The city lies in a long 
irregular hollow among bare mountains quite effectively 
depicted here by a peculiar configuration which is unlike 
any conventional drawing of rocky landscape. 

Chapter 4: The Sharif of Mecca with his entourage. The emi- 
nent position of the Sharif is clear not only from the 
umbrella over his head but also from the fact that a 
pakhalder precedes him, spraying water on the road. 

Chapter 5: The port of Surat. The importance of Surat lay in 
the fact that all trade with the red sea ports was carried 
on from here, even before the Mughals came on the scene. 
Surat was also famous for its ship-building activity. 

Chapter 6: The Syrian Caravan. The illustration shows the 
three-tiered composition without any attempt at perspec- 
tive. The drawing of tents with two occupants seated fac- 
ing each other is quite formal. 

Chapter 7: Seascape. The sense of direction is conveyed by 
the different orientations of the two ships. The depiction 
of passengers in a row, framed individually in niches fol- 
lows a cliché that was established by the 13th century in 
Arab painting. 

Chapter 8: Mural from the Shiva temple at Tirupudaim- 
aruthur. An Arab dhow brings a cargo of horses. There is 
enough literary evidence to indicate the importance of 
Arabian horses. 

Chapter 9: Arafat, the place of Recognition.This illustration 
vividly depicts what actually is the Hajj when on the 
ninth day of zu’! hijja, all the pilgrims assemble in the val- 
ley and offer vuquf, standing as the sun crosses the 
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meridian. The pilgrims to Mecca are required to wear 
seamless white garments (ihram) as seen here. 


CHAPTER 1 


Introduction 


HISTORIOGRAPHY 


pilgrimage is a journeying to a sacred place as an act 

of religious devotion. The greatest of such journeys is 

the hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca, which is one of the 
main requirements of Islam and therefore central for 
Muslims. For over 1300 years it has been a major event of 
world history, transcending in significance its importance for 
the Muslim Faithful. Even today it is by far the largest gath- 
ering of people on a regular basis anywhere in the world. This 
book presents an analysis of the hajj from Mughal India to 
Mecca in the early modern period. In a series of linked chap- 
ters we investigate seriatim the various meanings of the hajj 
and examine in detail its centrality. We look at the motiva- 
tions and actual experience of those who undertook the jour- 
ney and pay close attention to its political and economic 
dimensions. As we shall see in our final chapter, which briefly 
compares it with other pilgrimages, no other event has the 
precise characteristics of the hajj. 

There is a second domain in which the hajj from India to 
Mecca is of unique importance. Recent years have seen a 
rapid expansion of interest in the history of the Indian 
Ocean. Most of the studies have been devoted to trade. 
Economic ties are usually pointed to as having produced 
important links all across the large maritime area by schol- 
ars who seek to present the Indian Ocean as a category and 
an area whose characteristics are a certain unity and coher- 
ence. Passenger traffic has been neglected as, for example, in 
The Indian Ocean, edited by Satish Chandra and in two 
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recent studies by K.N. Chaudhuri.! The exception is an arti- 
cle by Kenneth McPherson, who provides a useful overview of 
all passengers before the nineteenth century, though he says 
little about the hajj.2 What has been forgotten is that pil- 
grims going on hajj over the Red Sea is the only example we 
have of a regular, passenger route in the premodern period 
and that this traffic created religious, social, and cultural 
links all over the Indian Ocean world. It is true that the voy- 
age from Lisbon to Goa and back on the Portuguese carreira 
was also a long-distance and habitual route, but its purpose 
was different; most of the passengers were not religiously 
motivated and as we see in Chapter 2, their numbers aboard 
the huge Portuguese ships were much smaller. In other 
words, in terms both of Indian Ocean history and, more 
importantly, of the history of the Islamic world, the hajj is a 
vital subject of study. 

Sources for study of the hajj from Mughal India are frag- 
mentary, scattered, and in a variety of languages, as our 
ensuing discussion will make clear. As with most topics for 
this period, we often have to proceed by inference and innu- 
endo, and sometimes must even use fuller sources from later 
periods, though of course with very great care. There is also 
the problem that I, as a non-Muslim, am unable to undertake 
on-site investigations, Mecca being closed to all but the faith- 
ful. This seems to have been the case right from the begin- 
ning of the Muslim era.3 Despite the scarcity and difficulty of 
the sources, what is not in question is the validity and impor- 
tance of the topic. It was too important for the some fifteen 
percent of Indians who were Muslim, too significant in terms 
of activities in the Indian Ocean, and too central economical- 
ly, politically and especially religiously, to be ignored. We can 
say little of the piety and devotion, or indeed greed, of the 
silent thousands who made the hajj in the early modern 
period from Mughal India; for such sources as we have are 
largely élite accounts. Nevertheless, even an account as 
scrappy and limited as the one presented here is worthwhile, 
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because such an important phenomenon, so central in accom- 
plishment or mere aspiration, deserves its own study. 

Even at this early stage of our study, motivations, which 
we will be writing about implicitly throughout, require com- 
ment. W.R. Roff sketched two general social motivations in a 
Southeast Asian context: “These are, pilgrimage as a rite of 
passage, marking the transition from one state to another; 
and pilgrimage as a ritual of affliction, compensating or aton- 
ing for, or designed to avoid, some real or feared personal 
misfortune.”4 Our early modern sources for India seldom 
allow us to be as specific as this, but there is no doubt that 
both these matters were present for hajjis in our period also. 
Yet we consider it axiomatic that fundamentally the hajj was 
a religious event undertaken for religious reasons. 

The present study can be justified on several grounds. 
Even in studies of the Muslim world in general, such as the 
recent overview by Ira Lapidus, the kajj is conspicuous by its 
absence. The first volume of Hajj Studies, which appeared in 
1978, contained interesting articles, all modern and mostly 
social-science oriented. It was meant to be part of a continu- 
ing series, but, in a way which may be symptomatic, so far as 
I know no further volumes have appeared. Closer to home, 
Roff writing of the interest and importance of pilgrimage in 
South and Southeast Asia lamented that “Despite this, we 
have yet to produce a single major study of the pilgrimage 
from these regions.” 7 Similarly, the senior maritime historian 
Ashin Das Gupta, wrote recently of “The Islamic pilgrimage 
of the hajj [sic] of which we still await a proper study 

.”8 In a review of two books on the Indian Ocean, John 
Richards made the same sort of comment. He wrote that “The 
integrating force of the Islamic pilgrimage every year to the 
Holy Cities in the Hijaz is such a pivotal part of this Indian 
Ocean system that it cries out for separate treatment. 
Unfortunately, so little has been done that it would be diffi- 
cult to identify a scholar for such a study... ”® I have vol- 
unteered myself for the task in the hope that at least my 
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study will bring into focus a comparatively new area of 
research. 

I hope that this book is a contribution to the study of the 
Islamic world by a sympathetic farangi. 

The total Muslim population in the world today is well 
over one billion. Of these, over 300 million live in the present 
states of Pakistan, Bangladesh and India; many more than in 
the largest single Muslim country, Indonesia, and, of course, 
far more than the total population of the Arab world. 
Gaborieau and his contributors have reminded us that Islam 
in South Asia is an important, and neglected, area of study.!° 
But it must be stressed that, unlike Hinduism, Islam in 
South Asia has an important international dimension. The 
community cannot be investigated in isolation from its links 
with other Muslim areas, and especially with the Holy Cities. 

The final justification for this study is more theoretical 
and will be only implicit in what follows. Recent comparative 
or global studies of the early modern period of history, 
designed to explain the rise of the west or the creation of the 
third world, have been explicitly economic determinist in 
their approach." Contrary to this, my analysis in this study 
is designed to show that people act for many reasons, not all 
of them economic. Chapters 6 to 8 of this book, which seek to 
challenge the notion of a hajj market, can be seen as an 
attempt to modify the regrettable trend in most recent histo- 
ry which connects causation with Mammon and neglects God. 

It is surprising that there is so little secondary literature 
on the hajj from India in our early modern period. The only 
modern study I know of is a recent book on Mughal-Ottoman 
relations by Naimur Rahman Farooqi who covers Mughal 
and Ottoman political response to European threats to the 
hajj.12 His book is particularly useful because he avails him- 
self of the very difficult Ottoman archives as well as more 
familiar Mughal sources, but lack of access to the copious 
Portuguese documentation has limited his study. There are 
only occasional and casual references to the hajj in the stan- 
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dard accounts of Mughal India, or even of Islam in early mod- 
ern India. S.A.A. Rizvi’s voluminous books on Indian Islam in 
the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries are cultural and liter- 
ary studies, and although several of his subjects, including 
Shah Abd al-Aziz and Shah Wali-Allah, made the hajj, Rizvi 
says little about this part of their careers.3 Muhammad 
Mujeeb's detailed The Indian Muslims, and Aziz Ahmad’s 
Islamic Culture in the Indian Environment both make only 
fleeting references to the hajj.14 Peter Hardy’s account of 
Islam in India since the sixteenth century has nothing on the 
social role of the hajj, but merely three passing references to 
individual people undertaking the pilgrimage, or going to 
Mecca.!5 Schimmel’s account of Indian Islam is an excellent 
literary and religious compilation, but with almost no atten- 
tion to any external dimensions of her subject.16 Gaborieau’s 
collection similarly has only two passing references to the 
hajj. This is revealing of the focus of scholarship at present, 
for his book is meant to reflect the state of research today on 
South Asian Islam.!” The same can be said of another collec- 
tive, and very uneven, survey of Islam in Asia, where again 
there are only very scattered and passing references to the 
hajj.18 Two other books where one would expect to find exten- 
sive coverage of the hajj are in fact silent. The useful Islam 
and the Trade of Asia, edited by D.S. Richards, has nothing, 
yet the role of the “hajj market,” in other words the nexus, if 
any, between trade and religion, has been much discussed 
recently. Similarly, keeping in mind our earlier comment on 
the role of the hajj in creating the only important passenger 
traffic in the Indian Ocean in the early modern period, it is 
surprising indeed that a compilation called Mouvements de 
populations dans Vocéan Indien has nothing on the move- 
ment of pilgrims.!9 

The present work aims to fill this gap, indeed, in a pre- 
sumptuous fashion, to give back their history to these anony- 
mous hajjis. So far as I know, few other students of Indian 
history from any period are pursuing parallel studies. W.R. 
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Roff did important work on the hajj from Southeast Asia, 
which often flows over into and illuminates the phenomenon 
in nineteenth-century India also, as is shown in his article in 
Dietmar Rothermund’s collection and in his later articles.20 
As Roff’s articles make clear and any cursory study of stan- 
dard bibliographies will reveal, there is copious documenta- 
tion available for the colonial period. For example, the British 
government in India produced two useful official reports on 
the hajj.21 Barbara Metcalf is focusing directly on the hajj in 
nineteenth-century colonial India, but so far her work is, for 
the most part, unpublished.22 She is mainly interested in 
working out what the hajj meant to its participants and how 
it changed them; in other words, her prime concern is with 
the mentalités of the pilgrims. Her research is based on an 
impressive mass of actual accounts by people who made the 
hajj and felt compelled, whether for reasons of didacticism 
or self-glorification, to write about and publish their 
experiences. 

For the early modern period we have a few comparable 
accounts by participants. Nevertheless, there is a potential 
problem with such sources. As is well known, pilgrims in 
Mecca engage in a set of rituals and ceremonies whose format 
was laid down to a very large extent by the Prophet himself 
in his “pilgrimage of farewell” in 632.23 Over the subsequent 
thirteen centuries, descriptions of hajjs show a remarkable 
similarity. During the central days of the hajj pilgrims are 
told specifically what to do; indeed the manuals produced by 
and for pilgrims, and the guides who chaperon particular 
groups, are designed precisely to achieve uniformity of con- 
duct. Each group of pilgrims, depending on place of origin, 
has with it a semi-official, or official guide called a mutawwif, 
who advises and leads the visitors through their time in 
Mecca.2* Even today in Mecca, pilgrims from different coun- 
tries group together in particular localities where their lan- 
guage is spoken and their own food is available.25 It is signif- 
icant that in a seventeenth-century illustrated manuscript a 
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mutawwif appears in each of the depictions of pilgrim cara- 
vans in Mecca.26 

The problem appears when we consider the nature of the 
accounts of returning hajjis. My own acquaintance with some 
of them leads me to suspect that the pilgrims are also pro- 
grammed as to what to feel. They feel awe and fear in Mecca, 
love in Medina and so on, simply because this is what they 
know is expected of them. In the early modern period few 
comment on the prevalence of flies and endemic disease in 
Mecca or the way Meccans fleeced pilgrims. Such secular 
inconveniences were nullified by the intensity of the religious 
experience. In short, these personal accounts could be con- 
sidered to be as normative as the official and semi-official 
guides for pilgrims which have been used for centuries. 

Several fruitful studies of the hajj from Southeast Asia 
have appeared. A.H. Johns has suggestive things to say about 
the role of the heartland of Islam, that is the Hijaz, in his 
studies of Islam and especially sufis in Indonesia.27 Matheson 
and Milner published and commented on several nineteenth- 
century Malay accounts of hajjs.28 There is also a recent 
detailed study of the hajj from Malaysia from 1860 to 1981, 
only part of which has so far been published.2 The early part 
of Harry Benda’s seminal book focused on the role of Islam, 
and the wider Muslim world, in nineteenth-century 
Indonesia.30 Vredenbregt and Meulen3! provided good 
accounts of the hajj from Indonesia, based on Dutch sources, 
while W.R. Roff was, until recently, working on the hajj from 
the Malay world. Some years ago he proposed a series of very 
useful general ideas to be investigated. Among other topics, 
he noted the importance of regional variations in the Islamic 
world, and suggested that while the hajj was especially 
important as a vehicle for Islamic identification in Southeast 
Asia, in some Muslim areas other things, such as fasts, could 
be more important. He also commented on the way the hajj 
in the Malay world can be seen as fitting in to pre-Islamic 
custom (as indeed it does in Mecca itself, for this city was of 
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course a pilgrimage centre before Islam).32 He notes the 
Malay custom of “merantau,” or going away, and suggests 
that the hajj then is an “Islamic re-articulation of pre-Islamic 
practices.”33 Other Southeast Asian specialists have even 
evaluated the hajj as a form of tourism.%4 Indeed, the hajj can 
be many different things;35 it was an important transmitter 
of disease, in Iran today it has major political implications, 
and we are told that the number of pilgrims from Nigeria has 
risen recently but that this is mostly for corrupt reasons, 
such as drug trafficking, smuggling, and foreign exchange 
dealings.38 The hajj has even been subjected to a multiple- 
regression model in order to predict the future numbers of 
pilgrims, and another thoughtful study on the future of the 
hajj is concerned that its spirituality is being lost, or that 
modern technology has made it too easy.37 

There is quite a large body of literature on the hajj from 
the Middle East and the Maghreb. Pride of place must go to 
a very recent and distinguished study by Suraiya Faroghi 
published in German, Ruler over Mecca: The History of the 
Pilgrimage. This important work is based on the Ottoman 
archives and marks a major step forward for academic stud- 
ies of the hajj. Faroghi concentrates on the Ottoman period, 
though there is also sketchy coverage of more modern times. 
However, her concerns are, a little different from mine. She 
concentrates on the political and organizational aspects of 
the pilgrimage rather than its religious role and has little to 
say about India. Two recent collections focus on Muslim trav- 
el, including pilgrimage; both have several articles of com- 
parative interest.” A quite different work is the vast and 
sumptuous series of publications by Kammerer devoted to 
the Red Sea area in general. In five volumes making up seven 
books he provided an enormous accumulation of data on the 
Red Sea and the surrounding area up to the seventeenth cen- 
tury. Numerous illustrations, often in color, enhanced his 
lavish work.40 

We may next note three useful accounts in encyclopedias. 
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The obvious first place to look is in the Encyclopedia of 
Islam.*! A useful collaborative account of pilgrimage in gen- 
eral, and in most of the world religions, is to be found in the 
Encyclopedia of Religion.42 Another short account of pilgrim- 
age in Asia in general by Paul M. Toomey appears in the 
recent excellent Encyclopedia of Asian History. A recent book 
by Barber provides a short but intelligent overview of pil- 
grimages in general.43 Strongest on the religious aspects of 
pilgrimage are two older French works. First is the collabo- 
rative collection Pélerinages, which covers ten sorts of pil- 
grimages. The contributors worked to a common set of ques- 
tions, and Muhammad Hamidullah’s account of the hajj, is 
excellent on the actual rites and their meanings. The same 
applies to Gaudefroy’s detailed account.44 Among the acade- 
mic and analytical literature, we note a useful analysis of the 
hajj in Mamluk times,45 and an excellent detailed study of 
the Egyptian caravan to Mecca.46 Long’s useful work a 
Westerner’s detailed and sympathetic account of the modern 
hajj, covers its social, medical, and religious aspects, while 
Birks’s comparable account deals mostly with West Africa, 
the author being an English social scientist.47 King’s article 
would be an excellent place for a novice to start an investiga- 
tion of the hajj. He provides useful maps, a bibliography, and 
a reliable account of the geography and history of the Hijaz 
and the hajj. But there are gaps: he ignores pilgrims from 
South and Southeast Asia; there is no discussion of the eco- 
nomics of the hajj in history, nor of the role of the Holy Cities 
as diffusion centres crucial for the vitalization and reinforce- 
ment of correct Islamic conduct.* Equally useful as an intro- 
duction to the whole topic is a chapter in von Grunebaum’s 
Muhammadan Festivals. It includes some illustrations, and 
is good on all religious aspects of the hajj, such as the rituals, 
the cosmology of the site, and the origins of the rites. It does 
not cover social, economic and political aspects.“ 
Non-academic accounts by actual hajjis, whether Muslim 
or not, are numerous. There is a whole series of nineteenth- 
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century classics, mostly by Westerners who successfully dis- 
guised themselves as Muslims. The account of the great trav- 
eler, and skilful self-publicist, Richard Burton is probably the 
best known. There are, however, other valuable accounts by 
Doughty, Hurgronje (this one having a very important politi- 
cal implication), Keane and Burkhardt, and translations of 
Muslim accounts, notably that of Ali Bey, and of a pilgrim 
from Mauritania.50 

The revival of Western interest in the Muslim world has 
happily produced a considerable number of modern accounts 
of the hajj, some of them very lavish productions indeed. Two 
stand out, one by Guellouz and one by the great Kenyan pho- 
tographer Mohamed Amin; both have brilliant photographs.5! 
Even better for a visual impression, especially if one is a non- 
Muslim and cannot gain access to the Holy Cities personally, 
are several of the documentary films on the hajj. The best I 
have seen is “Mecca, the Forbidden City,” the film made by an 
Iranian crew in the 1970s, which brilliantly conveys all the 
fervor, rapture, and devotion of the hajj. Among other recent 
accounts is the book by Kamal,52 which is a modern version 
of the age-old guides and handbooks for intending hajjis, with 
the text in both English and Arabic. Also available are two 
Pakistani versions of these guides, and an eighteenth-centu- 
ry version in French.53 Eldon Rutter has given us a detailed 
personal account by a Westerner, while Khalifa’s little book is 
a charming personal account by an Englishwoman married to 
an Egyptian.®4 Equally personal, and captivating, is Stegar’s 
often moving, and very individual, account. The author went 
on the hajj in 1927, but published her book in Australia some 
42 years later, when she was 87 years old.55 There have been 
several accounts in English of recent pilgrimages from South 
Asia, and also one very detailed and valuable account by the 
Nawab of Bhopal from early in this century.5é A very eminent 
Hyderabadi, Nawab Sir Nizamat Jung, even published a 
series of poems inspired by his hajj. One stanza will serve to 
give the flavor of them all: 
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Kingdoms and Empires may decline, 
Of pomp and power and splendour reft. 
Here is no change—the spark divine 
Still in these hills and sands is left!57 


So much for a quite sketchy description of the historiog- 
raphy in general available for the hajj. Many other works can 
be traced from standard Islamic bibliographies, and especial- 
ly from J.D. Pearson’s invaluable Index Islamicus.58 Few of 
the accounts so far discussed can be of much use for writing 
a history of the hajj from Mughal India, yet one proviso must 
be made here. The actual ritual of the hajj has changed very 
little indeed over the last thirteen centuries; the whole point 
is for the modern pilgrim to follow precisely the actions of the 
Prophet on his “pilgrimage of farewell” in 632. Thus while the 
social context of the hajj has obviously changed (varying 
greatly over time and depending on who is undertaking it®) 
what the hajji does has not. Therefore when we are talking 
about this we can use data from any period. 

What, however, of the sources for our period and area, 
that is for the hajj from early modern, or Mughal, India? As 
we noted, there are vast gaps. J think I can claim to have 
used all the available indigenous Indian sources, pitifully few 
though they are. I would be surprised if I have missed any 
Persian or Arabic source describing the hajj from Mughal 
India. There is no doubt occasional mention of Indian pil- 
grims in the copious Middle East sources in Arabic and 
Turkish. I have used these accounts either in translation, or 
at second hand. Thus in the case of Ottoman Turkish sources, 
we can now rely on two excellent recent books, by Farooqi 
and Faroqhi,8º which have used these difficult archives 
exhaustively. Some examples of accounts by pilgrims not 
from India may be noted first. The great traveler Ibn Battuta 
spent some time in Mecca, and his account is useful for the 
ceremonies he did; yet we get little sense of what he felt, 
there is no sense of devotion or piety in his account.®! Ibn 
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Jubayr’s twelfth-century narration of his long journey from 
the Maghreb and of his hajj is an excellent and devout 
description of his experiences.62 Puey Monçon, a Spanish 
Muslim pilgrim of about 1600, has left us a poem describing 
his adventures. It gives an excellent impression of the piety 
of this hajji, the difficulties and dangers of his long voyage, 
and the sense of awe and wonder he felt in Mecca. & Bernard 
Lewis published two short, agreeable accounts, one by a four- 
teenth-century African ruler, and one by a fifteenth-century 
Spanish Arab diplomat. 

Several early European accounts by people who made the 
hajj disguised as Muslims, or at least traveled in the Red Sea 
area, are also useful. William Foster published a number 
from the late seventeenth century in his book. One of his 
travelers, Pitts, who definitely did do the hajj, probably in 
1685, and who is at pains to correct previous incorrect 
accounts by those who had not, points out that “I speak from 
knowledge, they only by hearsay,” and “I speak of what I 
know and have seen.” ® These accounts supplement and add 
to Varthema’s sketchy narrative from the early sixteenth cen- 
tury, and a less known but very valuable anonymous account 
from about 1580.66 Various other Europeans claimed, or are 
reputed, to have made the hajj in disguise. In 1183 a band of 
crusaders under Renaud de Chatellou penetrated the Red 
Sea area, and was annihilated one day’s march from Medina. 
Of the survivors, some were taken to Cairo and executed, and 
possibly some others ended up in Medina, or even Mecca.%” 
In the late fifteenth century the Portuguese king sent two 
emissaries by land to investigate the Indian Ocean area, this 
effort being in tandem with the better known sea expeditions. 
One of these travelers, Covilham, may have got to Mecca, 
though his modern editor shows some hesitancy in asserting 
this, and Kammerer is quite dubious about the claim.‘ 
Purportedly three other Europeans also got to Mecca in the 
period from the mid fourteenth century to the 1560s.°9 There 
is little evidence to back up by these claims. In any case, the 
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Europeans left no useful information about their travels and 
discoveries. 

There is also a large literature by people who, while not 
claiming to have been to the Holy City, did present them- 
selves as well informed about it. Padre Roger in the mid-sev- 
enteenth century said he had received a first hand account of 
Mecca and Medina from a Christian apostate, who spent five 
months in Mecca before reconverting to Christianity. Roger’s 
account does not inspire respect, for he claims Muhammad 
reigned as king of Mecca for nine years, and died in 683!70 
Around the same time, in the 1640s, Olearius was secretary 
to a mission despatched by the Duke of Holstein to Moscow. 
He spent several years in Persia, and his account of the hajj, 
while of course second hand, is relatively well informed.7! An 
example of what was available in the way of information for 
Europeans early in the eighteenth century can be found in 
Reeland’s compilation, while the Dane Niebuhr traveled with 
pilgrims over the Red Sea in 1763, and left a detailed account 
of what he saw and was told. He was hardly a sympathetic 
observer, but he was factually well informed.72 These and 
many other accounts by European travelers will be used, and 
quoted extensively in this work. With all their faults, they are 
still prime sources for us, especially in the absence of many 
indigenous records. 

What we really need, of course, are accounts by Indian 
Muslims who made the hajj in our period. This is precisely 
what we do not have. There are several brief mentions in the 
standard Mughal chronicles of people going on hajj, but these 
say nothing of what they did there, and in any case usually 
refer to members of the élite only. Even Indian accounts tend 
to be very brief, presumably because the writers thought 
it would be impious to say much or because they assumed 
that everyone knew already what happened on hajj. Thus 
Gulbadan Begum gives no useful information at all in her 
Memoirs.73 A second account by a contemporary participant, 
Hajji-ud-dabir, is again very brief, and the translation from 
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the Arabic original is so mangled as to make the meaning 
almost obscure. He did the hajj in 1574, and merely tells us 
that he entered Mecca, did the perambulation of the Ka’ba, 
the genuflections at Maqam and Safa, and the running.”4 The 
narrative of a hajj from Damascus by a Kashmiri, translated 
by Gladwin, is again succinct to the point of being useless. 
The Kashmiri made the journey in the 1740s and merely said 
“we reached Medina, where we paid our devotions at the 
shrine of the holy prophet, and other sacred tombs in that 
neighbourhood. When we had performed all the usual cere- 
monies at Medina, the caravan proceeded; and on the 6th of 
Zulhejeh we arrived at Mecca. When I had completed my pil- 
grimage, I visited the most remarkable places in and about 
Mecca.” He then made a series of casual remarks, such as 
that the present Sharif of Mecca was well liked, and that 
“The women of Mecca wear green apples about their necks, 
and think them very ornamental.” He stayed three months in 
Mecca, then went on to Jiddah, and really told us nothing of 
what it was like.75 

Marshall’s standard Mughal bibliography lists no other 
likely sources, except for one which I will describe presently, 
and two which appear to be of marginal importance: a short 
account by Faizi, the famous poet of Akbar’s court, of the pil- 
grimage undertaken by Abu Turab Wali in 1578-9, and a six- 
teenth-century poem describing Mecca and Medina.78 The 
important account is the “Anis-ul-hujjaj,” by Safi bin Wali 
Qazvini (Mulla Safi-ud din). In translation this covers 71 
pages. Qazvini made his hajj in 1087-88 AH (1676-7 CE).77 
It is by far the best account we have by a contemporary 
Indian Muslim. This is not to say that it gives a detailed 
account of the actual hajj, for it does not, but it is invaluable 
for its account of the Holy Cities, its detailed narrative of the 
voyage to the Red Sea, and its advice to passengers making 
the voyage. This maritime part of the account has been well 
used by Professor A. Jan Qaisar in his fascinating study of 
life at sea in the seventeenth century, a subject to which a 
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recently published seventeenth-century travel account also 
contributes.78 Qazvini’s importance was reinforced for me 
recently by Barbara Metcalf, who wrote in 1990 that the writ- 
ten accounts left by the earliest travelers from India to the 
Hijaz date from the late eighteenth century. The general 
assumption is that the very first was by a disciple of Shah 
Wali-Allah in 1787.79 This of course merely reinforces the 
unique value of Qazvini’s much earlier (over one hundred 
years), and obviously much neglected, account. A scholarly 
edition and translation is much to be desired. 

It appears that all these pilgrims assumed there was 
nothing new to say about the hajj. Qazvini wrote that he 
would not say much about the hajj itself, or Mecca and the 
Ka’ba, “on account of the brevity of this treatise and avail- 
ability of the relevant details in many books and compilations 

. “80 Annette Beveridge, the translator of Gulbadan’s 
sixteenth century Memoirs, observed in a footnote that 
Gulbadan left no account of her time on hajj, and comment- 
ed, “Some day perhaps a pious and enlightened Musalman 
will set down the inner meaning he [sic] attaches to the rites 
of the pilgrimage. How interesting it would have been if our 
princess had told us what it was in her heart that carried her 
through the laborious duties of piety she accomplished dur- 
ing her long stay in her holy land! She might have given us 
an essential principle by which to interpret the religious 
meaning which devout women attach to the rites command- 
ed on the pilgrimage.”8! The modern historian can only echo 
this lament. 

Our other main contemporary source is the records of 
the early Europeans in India. These can be difficult to find 
and use. Most of them are untranslated from the original 
Portuguese, Dutch, and Spanish, and many are unpublished. 
Nevertheless, they have been invaluable in this study, as will 
become clear as we proceed. I used especially the Portuguese 
records, for the seventeenth-century English and Dutch doc- 
umentation has little for our purposes. The Portuguese 
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records are conventionally divided into two categories, mis- 
sionary records and records generated by the Portuguese gov- 
ernment in Goa. As to the first, most of them are published, 
and they contain valuable insights and descriptions. The mis- 
sionaries were of course trying to make converts, and so they 
were particularly interested in the religious activities of their 
potential clients. They aimed to know and understand the 
opposition the better to subvert it. And they were particular- 
ly interested in Muslims, the main religious and political 
opposition they faced. Muslim proselytizers were at this very 
time doing very well, especially in Southeast Asia, and their 
activities there were a source of morbid fascination for the 
various Christian orders. Thus, the missionary accounts are 
relatively full, relatively perceptive, and, of course, thorough- 
ly hostile.82 Their characterizations of Islam and the Prophet 
are redolent with prejudice and hatred. I will quote them 
frequently, but I trust their vigorous animosity will not be 
offensive to modern readers, especially Muslims. It would be 
incorrect to suppress or soften their denunciations, for this 
antipathy was real and cannot be ignored. 

The accounts of the Portuguese governors and captains, 
and official chroniclers, are less useful. Frankly, this is a 
problem for me. As is well known, the Portuguese aimed to 
control and tax all sea trade, especially in the Arabian Sea, 
and also to prohibit trade in certain items, notably spices. 
They also forbade passage to Turks and Arabs, seeing these 
two groups as inveterate enemies. Their accounts are full of 
stories of stopping and looting or sinking huge Muslim ships 
bound for the prohibited area of the Red Sea. We get frequent 
descriptions of what cargo was on board, and how many sol- 
diers and crew were there, but I have found almost no refer- 
ences to the existence of pilgrims on these ships plundered by 
the Portuguese. Yet they certainly were often on board, as the 
evidence I will present in the body of this study will make 
clear. A tentative answer may be that the Portuguese merely 
considered the pilgrims to be beneath notice; also when they 
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sank a ship, as they often did, they of course got no clear idea 
about who was on board. We can also remember that hajjis 
did not necessarily look very different from other passengers, 
and indeed they certainly would fight as hard, or harder, as 
anyone else on board. Yet the fact remains that it is extraor- 
dinary that the secular Portuguese accounts have been of 
such little use. This is, however, an inconvenience rather 
than a crippling problem. As we will see, there is plenty of 
other evidence from which it is possible to reconstruct the 
role of the hajj from Mughal India. 


PROBLEMS OF PERCEPTION 


To start this section, it is instructive to look at the work 
of the great modern historian Fernand Braudel. For a start, 
he writes of “the ships of Mecca,” ignoring the obvious fact 
that Mecca is not a port.83 His coverage of the whole matter 
is an example of the sorts of problems we find in contempo- 
rary work. Braudel claims “And indeed the pilgrimage to 
Mecca was the biggest fair in Islam,” 84 and later notes a very 
valuable caravan going “from Aleppo to Suez, Mecca and 
beyond... ”8 Leaving aside his irritating use of “Islam” 
(What does this mean? Does it include say Indonesia?), a 
glance at any map will show how improbable this route would 
be. Why should a land caravan from Aleppo go across to 
Suez? In fact they went more or less due south, through mod- 
ern Jordan and so to Arabia. And where is beyond? The 
virtually impassable, and thoroughly hostile, deserts of 
Southern Arabia? And it is interesting to see that the only 
source Braudel gives for this sentence does not mention 
Mecca at all. Note the confusion in another account from 
Braudel.8 In writing about the Red Sea spice trade in the six- 
teenth century he says Jiddah was a great port. “And this 
brought to the port near Mecca enormous concourses of cara- 
vans, of up to 20,000 people and 300,000 animals, at a time. 
Meat was never scarce in the holy city if wheat was often 
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hard to come by. From Jiddah ships and boats sailed to Tor, 
the starting-point for the caravans that took nine or ten days 
to reach Cairo.” Here he has mixed up Jiddah and Mecca, or 
indeed seems to think they are the same. And he has conflat- 
ed pilgrims and trade; the 20,000 people were certainly not 
primarily traders but rather pilgrims. 

These problems are found to a much greater extent in 
contemporary European records. A good example is the fol- 
lowing description by Daniel, from 1700-01. We will first 
quote his account, and then analyze it. “They solemnize a fes- 
tival here [at Mecca] once a year, being on the three and 
twentieth of May, where meet four caravans—one from 
Egypt on [sc. and] the coast of Barbary, another from 
Constantinople, one from Persia, and the fourth from the 
country of Yemen; which meeting there together are comput- 
ed to be near 400,000 souls, who come there as pilgrims and 
under pretence of religion, but merchandising is their 
chiefest business, each caravan bringing the commodities 
and product of their respective countries, which they barter 
one with another, this fair during [sc. lasting] twenty days; at 
which time the dervisees are wholly employ’d in distributing 
and selling that holy water to the ignorant people.” 87 

Several problems are at once apparent with this account 
which, it is to be stressed, is by someone who did not get to 
Mecca, but merely traveled down the Red Sea. First, the hajj 
is not done on a day which equates each year with a day from 
the Christian calendar. Second, there was no large caravan 
from Constantinople; he presumably means the Damascus 
one. Third, 400,000 seems a wild overestimate. Fourth, his 
claim that religion was merely a cloak for trade is at least 
open to question, as we will see. Fifth, “dervisees” (darvishes) 
would be unlikely to engage in trade, or selling holy water. 
What he is referring to here is the provision of the water of 
the well of Zamzam to pilgrims. This was not done by 
darvishes, and this “trade” needs to be clearly distinguished 
from more usual trade in secular products. 
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There is confusion in European sources over both the sig- 
nificance of Mecca, and names. Many Europeans thought 
that the tomb of the Prophet was located at Mecca, and that 
to visit it was the object of the pilgrimage. A European trav- 
eler in Damascus in 1432 made the usual claim that the 
prophet’s body was buried at Mecca, and added, gratuitously, 
that some pilgrims after seeing it blinded themselves for they 
felt there could no longer be anything in the world worth see- 
ing. AGerman in the 1490s, who probably did not, despite his 
claims, really get near to Mecca, thought that Muhammad’s 
body was buried in the Ka’ba, and a French priest in the 
1640s wrote a long and, of course, totally spurious account of 
the “Great Temple” of Mecca and Muhammad’s tomb there. 
The Dutch merchant van den Broecke, usually well informed 
and regarded as an important source today, even so noted 
that the “false prophet” Muhammad was buried in Mecca.88 
Some even thought the tomb was miraculously, or by sleight 
of hand, suspended in the air at Mecca. A Jesuit traveler in 
the 1660s refuted this vigorously: “Here I wish to draw atten- 
tion to the mistaken belief the world over, that the body of the 
odious Muhammad floats in the air by virtue of the walls of 
his temple, it is said, consisting of load stones. When I spoke 
about it to the Arabs who had visited Medina, they laughed 
at those who believed in such things... ”8 An English 
account confused both names and significance when it noted 
the return of a person “from Mocha, sanctified by the addition 
of Hadgee, attayned by holy pilgrimage to Mahometts shrine 

. ”,9 for of course the pilgrimage is to Mecca, not Mocha, 
and consists of various rites and actions in Mecca, while 
Muhammad’s tomb is in Medina. This confusion over this 
most basic fact of Islam is even to be found in the modern 
work of a great Jesuit historian, who wrote of “Jidda, the har- 
bor for pilgrims going to Mecca, who had come from all over 
the Islamic world to visit the tomb of the Prophet.”9! 

Further confusion comes from European claims that the 
great Muslim festival, that is the ceremonies of the hajj, took 
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place on a certain day each year. The normally careful Pires 
wrote of “the time of the Jubilee, which is held every year on 
the first day of February ...” while nearly two hundred years 
later Daniel, as we saw, thought it was on a fixed date.”2 So 
also for the usually well-informed Jesuit traveler Manuel 
Godinho, who noted “Mecca, where Muhammad was born, 
and world famous on this account, and also for the universal 
fair held there each year during August and September, at 
which gather by land and sea goods from all over the 
world.”93 A slightly earlier account in 1652 by the Frenchman 
Sanson, “géographe ordinaire du Roy”, of France, made a 
very similar mistake as to the date: “The City [Mecca], filled 
with six thousand well-built houses, for its magnificent 
Temple, is beautiful ...At the end of May, time of the great 
Mohammedan Festival, over fifty thousand foreign men and 
almost fifty thousand Camels are to be found at the fair held 
there.”94 In 1780 Capper similarly seemed to think the 
pilgrimage took place according to a solar, that is Western, 
calendar.% 

The problem is that the Islamic year, being based on the 
moon, “loses” eleven days each year compared with the 
Western solar calendar; in other words the time of the jubilee 
or festival, that is the hajj, “moves” through the Western cal- 
endar and so cannot be on the same Western day each year. 
We can then see these claims as early examples of a Western 
failure to appreciate different cultures and different customs. 
On the specific matter of assuming that the hajj was per- 
formed on a particular day in the Christian calendar, these 
observers presumably were simply assuming that Muslims 
were like Christians, and held their festivals at set times 
each year, failing to recognize that the Muslim year is calcu- 
lated on a different basis. Some of the others appear to have 
thought the hajj was some ritual that could be done at any 
time, just as they could go to church whenever it suited them. 

This problem, however, is not just a matter of dates. We 
have to treat European accounts, even by those who had, or 
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who claimed they had, actually been in Mecca with great cau- 
tion. As one example of the sorts of things Europeans wrote, 
which remind us very powerfully of Said’s warnings in 
Orientalism, and which earlier Norman Daniel described in 
his important work,% consider the following. One of the 
major features of the area around the Ka’ba itself is the well 
known as Zamzam. Qazvini, a seventeenth-century Indian 
pilgrim, described its importance. As part of the whole ritual 
of the hajj, the pilgrim “should then proceed to the well of 
Zamzam and take out one bucket of water and drink as much 
as he can. The rest is to be used for bath or it may be poured 
on the head and face.” Later Qazvini tells us that “Drinking 
the water of Zamzam and looking inside the well is an act of 
piety. There is also no harm in taking bath or performing 
ablutions from the water of Zamzam. Nothing except pure 
things should be washed by it. It is reprehensible to use it for 
washing after defecating or urinating. It is virtuous to take it 
to other parts of the world.”9 Around 1600 a Spanish Muslim 
pilgrim wrote of “this true water, which is a purifier for sins 
and neglect.”98 An hadith notes that “l’eau produit les effets 
que lon espere en la buvant,” and indeed in 1611 a grill was 
placed over the mouth of the well to stop people from com- 
mitting pious suicide by throwing themselves in as an offer- 
ing to Allah. 

Compare these accounts by believers of the significance of 
the well with what a sixteenth-century European, who appar- 
ently did make the pilgrimage, has to say: “The women of the 
place [Mecca] are courteous, jocund, and lovely, faire, with 
alluring eyes, being hote and libidinous, and the most of them 
naughtie packes. The men of this place are given to that 
abhomenable, cursed, and opprobrious vice, whereof both 
men and women make but small account by reason of the 
pond Zun Zun, wherein having washed themselves, their 
opinion is, that although like the dog they returne to their 
vomite, yet they are clensed from all sinne whatsoever . . . ” 
Later he tells us that after the Ka'ba has been circumambu- 
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lated seven times, and the black stone kissed, “After they go 
unto the pond Zun Zun, and in their apparell as they be, they 
wash themselves from head to foote, saying, Tobah Allah, 
Tobah Allah, that is to say, Pardon lord, Pardon lord, drink- 
ing also of that water, which is both muddie, filthie and of an 
ill savour, and in this wise washed and watered, everyone 
returneth to his place of abode . . .” 100 

In the eighteenth century, generally speaking, European 
accounts become more detailed, and more accurate. At the 
same time they reflect the beginnings of European domi- 
nance in the Indian Ocean and Middle East. Accounts before 
the mid-eighteenth century are usually ill-informed, but at 
least written from a stance of rough equality. The reverse is 
true from around 1750, when we begin to get precisely the 
phenomenon that Said identified: the creation of a history of 
the Middle East and Asia by materially dominant European 
powers.101 

A good example of the former is the following long quota- 
tion from Olearius, who had spent several years in Persia. It 
is worth quoting quite fully, for it shows mistakes to be sure, 
but very little sense of superiority, and it is an excellent 
example of the degree of knowledge available to educated 
Europeans around the mid-seventeenth century. He wrote 
from Persia in April 1637: 


It is about this time, that the Persians go to do 
their Devotions at Mecca, as well as the Turks. ... The 
men put on a particular Coiffure for this Voyage, 
which is a kind of Turbant of White Wool; in regard 
their Law forbids them to wear it of any Colour, or of 
silk at that time. They call this kind of Turbant 
Elharam, and they cover their Heads therewith, only 
as they go; so as that one part of it falling down on one 
side of the Head, passes under the Chin, and is fas- 
ten’d on the other side. 

They commonly take their way through the City of 
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Jerusalem, where they do their first Devotions. 
Thence they passe through Medina, where they con- 
tinue them at the Sepulchre of Mahomet, which they 
kisse with a profound Veneration, and then they con- 
clude them at Meca, or Mount Arafat. From Medina to 
Meca, they are cover’d only with a shirt, nay some go 
naked down to the waste. In this posture they march 
continually, and after a very particular fashion. For 
they are oblig’d to go, after the rate of a trotting 
Horse, or rather that of a Camel galloping, and that 
with such earnestness, that they hardly take the 
leisure to eat and drink, or yet to sleep: and all, out of 
an imagination, that the Sweat caus'd by that Violent 
Motion, and forc'd out of their Bodies, carries away 
with it all their Sins, and cleanseth them of all their 
filthinesse. The Women, who might not be able to bear 
the inconveniences of such a march, have the privilege 
to swarth up their Breasts with a Skarf, which hath a 
particular name, and they call it Scamachize. 

The tenth day of the month of Silhatza is that of 
their great Devotion. That day, all the Pilgrims go to 
Mount Arafat, which, they say, is the place where the 
Patriarch Abraham should have Sacrifiz'd his Son, 
and there they spend the whole night in Prayers. 
Towards the dawning of the day, they come down, and 
go to the City of Meca . . . . After all these Ceremonies, 
they go in Procession about the Mosquey, they kisse a 
Stone, which was left after the finishing of the 
Structure, and they take of the Water, which passes 
through a Golden Chanel over the Mosquey, and carry 
it away as a Relick, with a little piece of a certain 
Blackish Wood, of which Toothpicks are made. When 
the Pilgrims are return’d from their Pilgrimage, they 
are called Hatzi, and they are as it were Nazarites, 
dedicated to God, in as much as it is unlawfull for 
them to drink Wine ever after. !02 
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Another account, from the 1750s, shows an advance in 
knowledge but not in prejudice, for Grose got the real mean- 
ings of the rites quite well. He wrote of Muhammad: 


a mere man, subject to all the failings and passions of 
one, and so far from addressing him as a saint, is that 
in their moschs and orisons, they do not pray to him, 
but for him, recommending him to the divine mercy: 
nor is there any such thing, as what has been vulgar- 
ly believed, of pilgrimages to his tomb: these being in 
a religious sense, solely directed to what is called the 
Cahabah, or holy-house, at Mecca, which, having long 
been an idol-temple, was by Mahomet dedicated to the 
unity of God, and wherein he retained, in compliance 
to the idolators, the famous black-stone, which had 
been worshipped by them as representing Akbar their 
greatest god. The prophet’s tomb is at Medina, visited 
by Mahometans purely out of curiosity and reverence 
to his memory; but the Indian Moors frequently 
return without ever seeing it at all, though it is so 
near Mecca. 103 


This improved knowledge was to an extent a result of bet- 
ter education and travel opportunities for Europeans through 
the eighteenth century. The negative side of this was con- 
tempt and suspicion, based on European technological supe- 
riority. Middle Eastern boats are now described as hopeless 
compared with European ones. A passenger on the Jiddah to 
Suez voyage in 1782 wrote with heavy sarcasm that “The con- 
struction and management of the vessels are equally singu- 
lar and I fear any description of them will fall infinitely short 
of the originals; they were I believe, designed by, those who 
built them to bear some resemblance to ships, but having 
very few of the properties of those machines proceed on a 
principle totally different from any I before beheld . . . ” 104 

Nor was trade to the Red Sea now of any importance. 
Here is an example of the sort of ethnocentric and scornful 
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writing that had become the norm late in the eighteenth cen- 
tury. A brash young Englishman, reflecting all too faithfully 
the growing dominance of his country, wrote: 


The trade of India wholly exists in the spirit and 
industry of the English. While their vessels are 
exploring the islands that border on the Pacific Ocean, 
and return with a freight that renders our settlements 
the mart of oriental productions, a ship or two is sent 
yearly to Judda by the nabob of Arcot. These vessels, 
indeed, carry a cargo, and import in exchange, the 
products of Arabia. But this is the captain’s care. The 
only benefit which the nabob looks for, is the prayers 
of two or three hundred pilgrims, who are transported 
at his expence, to perform their vows at the mosque of 
Mecca! his ships were so crouded this season with 
these idle mendicants, that through the nabob’s inter- 
est with the owners, we had the company of above 
twenty of them in our vessel. This was an honour we 
were by no means ambitious of; and from which we 
readily disengaged ourselves at Mocha, where they 
were landed to prosecute their journey in the best 
manner they could.”1% 


Such examples could be multiplied endlessly. 

W.R. Roff has written compellingly of the problem of sub- 
jecting events which have important religious significance for 
others to social science analysis. Any analysis by a non- 
believer must try to come to terms with the central religious 
significance that these events have for the participants. A 
social scientist will of course be interested in analyzing the 
economic, political, social, and ideological implications of the 
pilgrimage, its role in ideological dissemination or status 
enhancement, but these quite appropriate concerns must not 
be allowed to obscure the central religiosity of the event for 
those who participate in it. Roff quotes an Islamic scholar, 
Abu Yazid of Bistan, as saying of his pilgrimages “On my first 
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pilgrimage I saw only the temple [sc. the Ka’bal; the second 
time, I saw both the temple and the Lord of the temple; and 
the third time I saw the Lord alone.” 1° The first applies to 
the Western social scientist who ignores the religious cen- 
trality of the event, the last to the devout, suffused in the reli- 
giosity of the event. My aim is to emulate Abu Yazid on his 
second pilgrimage, to see both the mundane and the spiritu- 
al aspects of the hajj. 


NAMES 


The matter of names and their spelling is, of course, a 
general problem for anyone writing on non-Western history, 
for transliterations have varied greatly over the centuries, 
and our European sources frequently provide very garbled 
versions indeed. I have chosen to use the most familiar spel- 
lings of places, even if in some cases they are no longer strict- 
ly correct. In the Red Sea area, the strictly correct spellings 
(though even these are not universally accepted) would be 
Makkah, Al Madinah, Jiddah and for the important southern 
Red Sea port Al Mukha or Mukhkhah. But I will use respec- 
tively Mecca, Medina, Jiddah and Mocha. For that matter, 
strictly speaking the hajj is the haj or hadjdj, but again I will 
use the more familiar form. 

This term, hajj, is completely central to our discussion, so 
it is worthwhile to clarify precisely its meaning. The word lit- 
erally means “setting out,” or “tending towards.” From the 
time of the Qur’an it has meant “pilgrimage to Mecca,” refer- 
ring then to one of the “Five Pillars” of the Muslim faith. It is 
universally used in this sense in Islamic works, and defined 
in this way in Persian and Arabic dictionaries and glossaries. 
The usual word for pilgrimage in general is “ziarat,” and hajj 
is restricted to the most important one, that to Mecca. It is, 
then, an obvious solecism to write of the “pilgrimage of the 
hajj; for this means the “pilgrimage of the pilgrimage to 
Mecca.” 
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Equally important for our discussion is the particular 
matter of two names, Mocha and Mecca. The possibility of 
confusion is great, for the modern transliterations are very 
similar, namely Makkah and Mukhkhah. Indeed, according 
to Tibbetts, Muslims as well as Europeans often confused the 
two.107 We noted above a seventeenth-century confusion of 
the two, in the English account of a person sanctified after 
being in Mocha, a port just inside the Red Sea which has no 
religious significance at all. Modern editors have also had 
this problem. Irvine’s edition of Manucci notes that people 
“reached Mecca [?Mokah]”.108 Irvine is obviously wrong; 
Mokah in the original must be in fact Mocha. This matter is 
of considerable importance. We read very frequently in the 
sources of the ships from Mecca. Now this is an obvious 
absurdity, even if it is to be found in some modern works, 
because Mecca is not a port. What we need to know is 
whether this means ships from Mocha, or whether the 
authors mean ships carrying goods from Mecca which were 
actually loaded on board ship at the port nearest to Mecca, 
that is Jiddah. The Portuguese sources write frequently of 
the ports of Mecca, the trade of Mecca, Mecca merchants, but 
often it appears they use Mecca in error for Mocha, or that 
Mecca is a generic term for the Red Sea; how else to explain 
the “ports of Mecca”?109 A Jesuit traveler in the 1660s clari- 
fied this matter, but then added to the confusion by locating 
Mocha incorrectly: “Christians are not allowed to enter it 
[Mecca], and when they say that the Portuguese and other 
European nationals are proceeding to Mecca, it actually 
means the port of Mokah that is nearest to Mecca, which is 
situated inland.”110 Dutch sources also write of the ship or 
ships from Mecca.!!! But what of the way some modern 
authors write of people “sailing from Mecca in a boat of Arab 
merchants...” or of shipping having Mecca as their desti- 
nation?#2 In these cases modern authors have carelessly 
followed their sources without reflecting on the fact that 
Mecca is not a port, and that often when a source writes 
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Mecca or some variant of this word it actually means Mocha. 


PERIODIZATION 


This study is essentially concerned with the hajj from 
Mughal India. The period under review is the sixteenth to the 
eighteenth centuries. However, I will on occasion use sources 
from before and after this period, especially when I am writ- 
ing of the ritual and ceremonies of the event. As noted, these 
changed very little over the centuries; Ibn Jubayr’s twelfth- 
century account is very similar to that of Pitts from the sev- 
enteenth, or indeed Burton or Hurgronje from the nineteenth 
century. However, leaving aside the actual practice of the pil- 
grims, our period has a marked unity in other areas, and can 
be easily justified as a unit of study. In the early sixteenth 
century several events influenced the hajj. This was the time 
when the Hijaz was incorporated into the powerful and 
expansionist Ottoman empire. Since the fourteenth century 
the Hijaz had been dominated by Mamluk Egypt, at least to 
the extent that the Sharif of Mecca, the traditional and 
hereditary guardian of the Holy Cities and the Hijaz area in 
general, owed nominal political allegiance to Cairo. The 
Mamluks were defeated by the Ottoman Turks in 1516-17, 
and in July of the latter year the Sharif of Mecca, Sharif 
Barakat II, accepted the inevitable and recognized the over- 
lordship of Istanbul. 

As a result, the main towns and ports of the Hijaz became 
subject to relatively detailed Ottoman supervision, and this 
had its effect on the hajj.118 As Raymond puts it, the hajj 
“took on a heretofore unprecedented importance during the 
Ottoman era. The very dimensions of the empire, its political 
unification, and the efforts engaged in by the Ottoman gov- 
ernment and its local representatives to facilitate the fulfil- 
ment of the hagg [sic] made possible the travel of caravans of 
pilgrims difficult to number but estimated at 30,000 or 
40,000 for those converging on Cairo and at 20,000 to 30,000 
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for those assembling in Damascus. To the exchange of goods 
directly induced by the moving of these human masses alone 
during a trip which lasted one year was added the commer- 
cial activity carried out through the medium of the caravans, 
on the way to the Hedjaz and back, which concerned the most 
distant regions of the empire.”114 

Meanwhile, in two other major Islamic areas comparable 
events occurred. In both India and Persia important Islamic 
dynasties took power in the early sixteenth century and 
established law and order and strong Islamic states. In 
Persia the Safavids took over very early in the century, and 
not only established political control but also imposed shia 
Islam over the area they ruled. In India the Mughals gained 
control of northern India in the 1520s, and after a brief peri- 
od of uncertainty became in the second half of the century, 
under the great ruler Akbar, the dominant power in north 
and parts of central India. As Das Gupta has argued, there 
was then an “Islamic peace” established in all this vast area. 
Stability and relatively advanced administration promoted 
prosperity, and this in turn made it possible for more people 
to go on hajj.15 The establishment of this stability early in 
the sixteenth century makes an obvious starting point for our 
investigations. 

The choice of a concluding date is also relatively straight- 
forward, for the situation was very radically altered late in 
the eighteenth century. Two facets are important here, one 
general and one particular. The general factor is of course the 
decline of all three of these Islamic empires in the eighteenth 
century. While it is true that recent studies have been con- 
cerned to show some progressive and innovative factors in 
the eighteenth century in the Islamic world, so that we are 
learning not to look at this period as one of unrelieved 
decline, anarchy and degradation, the fact still is that these 
empires did decline, and this did mean more precarious law 
and order, more difficult traveling conditions, and less state 
patronage for the pilgrim caravans and sea travelers. In turn 
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these declines can be seen as a result of, or perhaps a pre- 
condition for, the rise of Western dominance in the Islamic 
world. While none of these areas were colonized in the eigh- 
teenth century, except for parts of India, the global balance 
did change radically, so that while we are justified in seeing 
these three empires as the most powerful in the world at 
around 1600, this was certainly no longer the case two hun- 
dred years later. By 1800 the Islamic world, and indeed Asia 
in general, was being incorporated into a world system cen- 
tered on and dominated by capitalist western Europe. Asian 
subordination to the West, and especially to England, had dif- 
fuse but very important consequences for all aspects of the 
pilgrimage. In the broader sphere, the politics and economies 
of the Muslim world were transformed, often destroyed, by 
this new subordination, and this was writ small in the area 
of the hajj. 

The more particular reason which impels us to conclude 
this study late in the eighteenth century is the rise of the 
reformist Wahhabi movement in Arabia itself. This move- 
ment, which has been dominant in Saudi Arabia since the 
1920s when their political allies, the Saud dynasty, took 
power in the area, began in the eighteenth century as a reac- 
tion to what its founder, Muhammad ibn Abd-al-Wahhab, 
saw as innovations in Islam. He died in the early 1790s, but 
his opposition to the worship of saints, and other practices 
which, according to him, were not sanctioned at the time of 
the Prophet, was carried on by his followers. The movement 
became political and militant, and in 1802 the Wahhabis 
seized, sacked, and purified the great shia center of Karbala. 
A year later Mecca, and in 1805 Medina, received the same 
treatment. The influence of these wild, intimidating Puritans 
on the hajj116 is made clear in accounts from the early nine- 
teenth century. By 1819 their political power was lost at the 
hands of Muhammad Ali of Egypt, acting for the Ottoman 
sultan, but their influence on religion remained strong, and 
indeed extended to most parts of the Islamic world. In this 
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they constitute an example of the way Islam as practiced in 
Mecca has always had a certain prestige in the rest of the 
Muslim world; but for our present purposes the point is mere- 
ly that their rise, together with the general decline of the 
Muslim world in political and economic terms, makes a suit- 
able terminal point for our study. 
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The Early Modern H 


he most important Muslim pilgrimage is that to 

Mecca at the prescribed time, that is the pilgrimage 

correctly referred to as the hajj, but Muslims make 
many other pilgrimages to other places of religious signifi- 
cance. Muslims frequently visit shrines, many of which are 
tombs associated with some notable Islamic figure. These vis- 
itations are called ziyarah or ziarat, and can involve large 
numbers of people. Xavier de Planhol noted 250,000 at a 
shrine in Senegal in 1937, several hundred thousand at a site 
in the Nile Delta, and nearly 100,000 at one in Algeria. As a 
comparison, the numbers doing the hajj were 300,000 in 
1912, and in 1927 225,000.1 The most famous tomb is that of 
the Prophet at Medina, and a visit there is usually combined 
with the actual hajj, but equally important locally are the 
tombs of sufi saints considered to have some special property, 
such as the ability to forgive sins, to bring worldly success, to 
ensure the birth of a male child, or some other specific 
attribute. An account from the early thirteenth century lists 
a vast array of holy sites, from Spain all the way to Iran, 
which were the foci of pilgrimages.2 These journeys were 
undertaken by women more than by men, and included visits 
to sufi khangahs, shrines, mosques, tombs and mausoleums 
of Muslim saints, pirs, martyrs and notable sufis.2 Muslims 
on a journey would take time to call in at any notable shrine 
or other place of religious significance en route. Sidi Ali Reis, 
in his travels to and from India in the 1550s, seems to have 
hardly missed a tomb or shrine on his travels.* Puey Monçon, 
around 1600, spent some time sight seeing and visiting 
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shrines in Cairo on the way to Mecca.5 In Mecca and Medina 
there was, of course, a vast array of places, apart from 
Muhammad’s actual tomb, associated with the Prophet and 
his immediate family and followers and companions. Qazvini 
lists among other places in Mecca the houses of Khadijah, 
‘Aisha, and Abu Bakr, the birthplaces of Muhammad and Ali, 
and various mosques and tombs.® 

Such visits and longer pilgrimages were voluntary, and 
this distinguishes them from the hajj, which is not. When a 
pilgrim got to Mecca he or she could do three different pil- 
grimages. Most of course came to do the hajj itself, but if they 
were lucky they could do the hajj akbar, or hajj al-Akbar. 
This was an especially auspicious hajj, because in certain 
years the time of the standing at Arafat was considered to be 
likely to fall on a Friday. When this was the case about dou- 
ble the number of pilgrims could be expected. But it was dif- 
ficult to predict when such an event would occur, as the whole 
calendar was governed by the moon, and so could not be pre- 
dicted with any great certainty. A French traveler in the early 
seventeenth century described this well for the Maldives. 
“This solemn fast [of Ramadan] begins at the new moon, and 
ends at the new moon of the following month. It does not, 
however, commence exactly at the time of the new moon, but 
when they first observe it; so that in some attollons and 
islands it begins a day sooner or later, according as they 
descry the crescent. The months are reckoned in the same 
way; it is not counted a new month till the moon is seen, 
which is very uncertain when the sky is thick and cloudy. 
Sometimes the months are different in different places.”7 
Thus one could not be certain of going on a hajj al-Akbar until 
the new moon for the month of Dhu al-Hijja was sighted. Our 
Indian pilgrim Qazvini was one of the lucky ones; he noted 
that “It is one of the fortunate moments of this year that 
Arafah was on Friday and sacrifices were performed on 
Saturday. According to most of the people, especially those of 
Mecca, this year’s hajj was hajj-i Akbar as it had been in the 
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past in the year of the conquest of Mecca.”8 

The normal hajj has been much described; references con- 
cerning the actual rituals and ceremonies can be found in the 
various accounts mentioned in Chapter 1. The hajj was and 
is performed in the first ten days of the Muslim month of Dhu 
al-Hijja, the twelfth month of the Muslim lunar year. It will 
be remembered, however, that compared with the Western 
solar calendar the Muslim calendar “loses” ten or eleven days 
a year, so that in the space of 32 or 33 years it goes through 
the whole cycle of the seasons. Sometimes it will be per- 
formed in cool weather, but slowly the time of the hajj will 
move until the unfortunate pilgrim undertakes it in the 
hottest season in Arabia. About fifteen years after this the 
hajj will be back to cooler weather, and so on in this cyclical 
fashion. The crucially important rituals take place from the 
eighth to the tenth days of Dhu al-Hijja. Most people, howev- 
er, take longer than just these three days.? Indeed, some 
authorities consider the central hajj to last for five, or even 
six, days. Thus one modern account claims that it starts on 
the eighth, includes the ninth at Arafat, the stoning of the 
devils at Mina on the tenth, returning to Mecca and again cir- 
cumambulating the Ka’ba, with the actual hajj concluding 
only on the thirteenth of Dhu al-Hijja.!0 

The third type of pilgrimage is the lesser pilgrimage, or 
umrah. This can be done at any time in the year, except dur- 
ing the time of the hajj. There are, however, certain times of 
the year when it is better to undertake an umrah; thus the 
month of Rajab has associated with it an important umrah. 
It involves merely circuits of the Ka’ba, and the running 
between the hills of al-Safa and al-Marwa. Usually people 
would do both. Richard Burton did an umrah just after he 
had completed his hajj.12 Over six hundred years earlier, Ibn 
Battuta spent four years in Mecca, from 1327 to 1330. Apart 
from the times of the hajj, he tells us that “I led a most agree- 
able existence, giving myself up to circuits, pious exercises 
and frequent performances of the Lesser Pilgrimage.”!3 In 
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the sixteenth century Gulbadan, a Mughal princess, similar- 
ly stayed some years, and did a series of hajjs and umrahs.'4 
Indeed, even today many hajjis linger in Saudi Arabia, com- 
bining a holiday and sightseeing with their religious obliga- 
tions. 

Two other variations can be briefly noted. First, Qazvini 
says there were three sorts of hajjis: those who did the kajj; 
those who did only the umrah; and those who did both.!5 In 
the more leisurely time in which he wrote, some people would 
undertake both types as a matter of course, and would near- 
ly always also undertake the journey to Medina in order to 
visit the graves of the Prophet and the various other Islamic 
notables buried there. But those on the great state-supported 
caravans from Cairo and Damascus, that is.the majority of 
pilgrims, were not, as we will see, allowed this sort of linger- 
ing, for they were on a very tight schedule indeed. Second, 
while pilgrimages are obviously central and important, any 
visit to Mecca at any time is meritorious. The town, redolent 
with associations with the life of the Prophet and of later 
Islamic history, is itself in a sense holy, sacred. Even if the 
minimal rites of the umrah are not undertaken, it is still, for 
example, meritorious to pray in the Great Mosque, and per- 
haps kiss the Black Stone in the Ka’ba. As Puey Moncon 
wrote in his poem describing his hajj of around 1600, “Thus 
we arrived at Mecca, this hallowed city, whose entrances are 
blessed, and walls godly; its roofs are splendid, and the whole 
town is blessed, for whosoever goes there receives pardon.” 16 

The kajj itself has been recognized as being central in the 
town of Mecca. As Hurgronje noted, “We see how in Mecca the 
whole social life finds its central point in the Hajj. Nowhere 
has the Moslem calendar with its lunar year greater practi- 
cal significance than here.” The whole life of the town in fact 
revolved around the pilgrimage month.!7 But its significance 
far transcended its role in the town in which it occurred. It is 
of course one of the so-called Five Pillars of the faith, an 
obligation on all Muslims who are at all capable of undertak- 


40 


THE EARLY MODERN HAJJ 


ing the journey. Its importance is laid down in the Qur’an 
itself, where the faithful are enjoined to “Perform the pil- 
grimage and the visit [to Mecca] for Allah... ” or alterna- 
tively “Perform the hajj and the umra for Allah.” Similarly, 
believers are told that “pilgrimage to the House [of Abraham] 
is a duty unto Allah for mankind . . . ” Finally, the holy book 
says “And proclaim unto mankind the Pilgrimage. They will 
come unto thee on foot and on every lean camel; they will 
come from every deep ravine.” 18 

The hajj was all sorts of things: a social event, a mecha- 
nism for solidifying and purifying Islam, perhaps an econom- 
ic event, it had various political implications, it was an ardu- 
ous and exciting journey, it was a great transmitter of dis- 
ease. A fourteenth-century Egyptian said that the caravan 
from Cairo took with it food and water supplies and, omi- 
nously, medicines and drugs, physicians and oculists, and 
washers of the dead, this in the context of a death on hajj 
guaranteeing admission to paradise.!® Dr. John Fryer noted 
in 1677 the return to Surat of the Jiddah fleet, “freighted 
with Religion and Pestilence.”20 The performance of the hajj 
resulted in a rise in status, and perhaps some people under- 
took it for this reason. But first and foremost it was a reli- 
gious event.21 

The hajj could mean different things to different people. 
For the majority of simple sunni Muslims it was an over- 
whelming religious experience, the event of a lifetime. For a 
sufi, the set ritual of the hajj was less important than the 
heightened mystical state which could be achieved by pil- 
grimage to and meditation at places associated with the 
greatest guide of all, the Prophet.22 These sufis would follow 
the prescribed rituals and ceremonies to be sure, but they 
would claim that the quality and nature of their experience 
was far more intense, personal, spiritual, than was that of 
the ordinary Muslim. The hajj, then, and the whole Meccan 
experience were in a way similar to other mystical practices, 
such as meditation, song, dance, and breath control; ulti- 
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mately all of them were designed to bring the adept closer to 
unity with God. The Prophet, and his son-in-law Ali, were 
recognized by nearly all the sufi orders as themselves great 
pirs; thus ritual laid down by the Prophet, and places associ- 
ated with his life, were excellent for the needs of sufis. 

For shia Muslims it was again a little different. Apart 
from the well-known doctrinal differences (for example a shia 
would not visit the tombs of the three first khalifs) the whole 
matter seems to have had a more mystical and devotional 
atmosphere for shias. A seventeenth-century English travel- 
er said of Persian pilgrims that “those of them that think the 
best Tribe not clarified till they have enobled it by some 
Religious Act, are not at rest till they have wiped off these 
Stains; which set them on foot so often to Mahomet’s Tomb; 
returning whence all former Taint is abolished, and they 
become pure Musselmen indeed, which is the strongest 
Confirmation after Circumcism: For That is a time of Jollity, 
This of Labour and Travel, whereby they approve themselves 
what their Parents only Sponded for them; and this is a Task 
imposed mostly on their new Proselytes.” 28 

Modern scholars agree on the significance of the event, 
though their emphases vary considerably. Marshall Hodgson 
put it in a nutshell when he wrote, in The Venture of Islam, 
“In the hajj itself, every wealthy Muslim planned to partici- 
pate as a major life’s excursion, not only for piety but for 
adventure and perhaps learning or personal retreat; and 
even occasionally as a political expedient.” He ignores possi- 
ble economic implications.” William R. Roff has noted, draw- 
ing on the work of Victor Turner, some of the sociological ele- 
ments of the hajj. He writes of “The ambiguity of a journey 
from the hearth to the centre, which is at once penitential 
and an escape from the ordinary constraints of life; the shed- 
ding of individuality in a shared ‘communitas’ of enjoined rit- 
ual; the acquisition and reinforcement of Islamic ideas; the 
symbolism of entering the Holy Land clothed in the ihram 
and the return home clothed in Arab dress; all bear witness 
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to a transmutation which... carries with it profound mean- 
ing for Islamic beliefs and attitudes, and for the performance 
of certain roles within the umma. ”25 

These various strands were quite well combined in a rel- 
atively informed and sympathetic English account from the 
late eighteenth century. Rooke wrote 


The zeal shown by Mussulmen, and the toils and 
sufferings undergone by them for the sake of paying 
this compliment to their prophet, are wonderful; they 
flock to Mecca from all parts of the Mahometan coun- 
tries, and perform the most laborious journies: the 
poorer part of these pilgrims, depend on charity for 
their support, which rarely yields them anything bet- 
ter than a scanty allowance of bread and water. 
Vanity, religion, superstition and commerce, are the 
four principal causes of these annual pilgrimages. A 
Mussulman that has been at Mecca, gains thereby a 
degree of honor amongst his countrymen, with the 
term of Hadge added to his name whenever he is 
spoke to; his attendance there at least once in his life 
is required by his creed: many visit it in compliance 
with vows made at some time of impending danger, or 
conditionally on the attainment of a desirable object; 
others who have lead dissolute lives go there for abso- 
lution; and with an intention to reform; and others for 
the purposes of traffique: all fancy themselves the bet- 
ter for having been there; and from that conviction, 
perhaps many really become so.26 


How did pilgrims get to Mecca in the early modern peri- 
od? The short answer is, with difficulty. No matter which 
route was taken, the journey was long, arduous, and danger- 
ous.2?7 As an extreme example, before this century intending 
pilgrims from West Africa took at least two years, and some- 
times eight, to complete the return journey.28 Indeed, it is 
interesting, as we will see, that a much longer time was spent 
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on the journey than was spent in Mecca itself, for sometimes 
a journey of six months or more would produce only a month 
in Mecca and Medina. And the journey was expensive, even 
for those, the majority, who traveled as simply as possible. 
Qazvini had sponsorship from Aurangzeb’s daughter Zeb-un- 
nisa, the great patron of scholarship and the arts during his 
reign, but his pilgrimage still cost him about Rs. 1000.29 The 
commitment of those who undertook it is thus not to be 
underestimated. Nor, however, should the element of adven- 
ture and novelty be ignored. The journey was an adventure, 
a long break from everyday cares, and one of course sanc- 
tioned and approved because of its religious importance. 

The rise of Islam had caused profound changes in trade 
routes in the Middle East. Mecca had been a trade center of 
some importance before and during the time of the Prophet,30 
but the expansion of Islam, and especially the requirement of 
pilgrimage, caused some changes in existing routes. Old 
routes were expanded, as the increasing numbers of Muslims 
caused a rise in the pilgrim traffic. This applies to those link- 
ing Mecca with Egypt, Syria, Yemen and the Persian/Arabian 
Gulf. But new routes appeared, those joining Mecca to Iraq, 
Persia, and Oman. The rise of Islam also resulted in a unique 
focus on one town, Mecca, and at a particular time of the 
year; that is the caravans would all be timed to reach the city 
early in the month of Dhu al-Hijja. 

This requirement had to be rigidly met, for otherwise the 
correct time for the hajj would be missed, and the whole point 
of the exercise nullified. Pyrard got this right, though he also 
made the common mistake of thinking the point of the pil- 
grimage was to visit Muhammad’s tomb in Mecca. He wrote 
of “the holy day upon which the Mahometan pilgrims 
assemble at Mecca to visit the sepulchre of Mahomet. More 
ceremonies are then performed than during all the rest of the 
year: on that day they come from all parts of the world, and 
sometimes when they have arrived too late, and it is over, 
they have to await the return of the festival for ten or eleven 
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months.”31 We have a detailed account of the 1565 caravan 
from Cairo.32 The caravan left Cairo on May 9, 1565, and 
reached Aqaba on June 5. It reached Yanbo, the port of 
Medina, on June 22 and arrived in Mecca on July 3, 1565. On 
July 23, with the hajj completed, the caravan left Mecca and 
spent the first four days of August in Medina, before return- 
ing to Egypt. This was precisely timed, for in this year July 3 
to 23, the time of their stay in Mecca, coincided in the Islamic 
calendar with Dhu al-Hijja 4 to 24 in the year 972 AH. The 
main rituals of the kajj, it will be remembered, are performed 
from the 8th to the 10th of this month. In the 1740s a 
Damascus hajj caravan was attacked by bandits and three of 
its members killed. The chief of the caravan “wanted to 
assault the place, and revenge the death of our unfortunate 
companions; but was dissuaded from the enterprise, by the 
interposition of the principal people of the caravan, who rep- 
resented to him, that in case of delay, the season for the per- 
formance of the pilgrimage would elapse before we could 
reach Mecca.” 33 

Mecca, rather than being a through station, became a ter- 
minus, a place where people arrived, did their hajj, and then 
turned around and went back again. But there were varia- 
tions over time, dictated especially by the security situation 
on the routes. If the political situation was fluid, marauding 
beduin had more scope. Plunder was a problem, and conse- 
quently the number of persons who ventured on the journey 
was reduced. This situation was acute until the early six- 
teenth century, before the establishment of a certain Pax 
Ottomanica, and again in the late eighteenth century as 
Wahhabi opposition to many aspects of the traditional hajj, 
and Islamic practice in Mecca in general, became influential. 
After the sack of Mecca in 1803, there were no regular cara- 
vans for several years.*4 

We have accounts of each of the major routes used to 
reach Mecca in our period. For the sea route from India, we 
have a detailed description in Qazvini’s narrative. The part of 
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his account which deals with the sea voyage from Surat to 
Jiddah has been analyzed by A. Jan Qaisar and the reader is 
referred to this for an impression of the inconveniences, dan- 
gers and hardships of this route in the later seventeenth cen- 
tury.35 In all his hajj took twelve months. He reached Surat 
on the 3rd Ramazan, 1087 AH. (9 Nov., 1676). Forty-two days 
later, on the 15th Shawwal he boarded the “Salamat Ras,” 
which finally set sail with five other ships. They reached 
Mecca on time, that is they entered the city 46 days after 
leaving Surat, on the 3rd Dhu al-Hijja; on the 8th, again right 
on time, they were at Arafat. The great Egyptian caravan left 
for Medina on the 25th of Dhu al-Hijja, and the Syrian one a 
few days later, on 2nd Muharram 1088. Qazvini, however, 
was long delayed in Mecca, and finally left for Medina, after 
49 days in Mecca, only on the 23rd Muharram (28 March, 
1677).36 

Qazvini noted the showy and prestigious caravans from 
Damascus and Cairo, and indeed these two were always the 
largest and richest.3” This was in part because of Ottoman 
patronage, but also because they drew on the two great pop- 
ulation centers of Islam. We have an excellent contemporary 
general description of them from the late eighteenth century: 


Those annual caravans which go from Aleppo and 
Cairo to Mecca, are often composed of thirty or forty 
thousand people, and are under military government, 
an officer being appointed by the Grand Signor, called 
the Emir Hadge, who conducts and commands them; 
the order of march is regular, and by ranks; the disci- 
pline is very exact, and a guard of Janissaries with 
field-pieces form the escort: they have regular times of 
marching and halting, which is done by signal. When 
they take up their ground for the night, tents are 
pitched, kitchens, cook-shops and coffee-houses are 
immediately erected, and a large camp is formed; 
everything is as quickly packed, and the camels are 
loaded in the morning to be ready for gun-firing, 
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which puts the whole body in motion. The caravan 
from Cairo performs its journey to Mecca in forty 
days, where having staid about a month to celebrate 
the Hadge, a festival in which both the interests of 
trade and religion are equally consulted; it returns in 
the same order, stopping at Medina in [sic] the way 
back, to pay a visit to and make offerings at the shrine 
of Mahommed, that having been the place of his 
internment, as Mecca was of his nativity.” 38 


We have several detailed accounts of the great journey 
from Cairo. Ibn Jubayr’s account dates from the twelfth cen- 
tury, Puey Moncon’s from about 1600, Ali Bey’s from the early 
nineteenth, and Burton’s from the middle of the same centu- 
ry.3º Ali Bey went by land from Cairo in 1806-7 in a caravan 
of 5000 camels and 2-300 horses, but at Suez transferred to a 
ship for a traumatic voyage down to Jiddah, which took 21 
days and left him shaken.4 Cairo was the great collection 
center for all pilgrims from Egypt and north Africa, and even 
for those from west Africa.*! The journey to Mecca was usu- 
ally made overland, though neither Burton nor Ali Bey did 
this. The vast camel caravan crossed the Sinai peninsular 
and went along the coastal plain of western Arabia, that is 
the east bank of the Red Sea, thus bypassing Medina, which 
was usually visited on the way home. This journey from Cairo 
to Mecca took about 40 days, or more, even up to 50.42 A mod- 
ern account says there were 36 resting stops between Cairo 
and Mecca, 20 days were allowed in Mecca, it took 10 days to 
get to Medina, where 2 days were allowed, and then 36 days 
back to Cairo. At a minimum the round trip took 110 days.43 
African Muslims from the area of the Sudan and further 
south and west would usually not go all the way north to 
Cairo, but rather make their way to the Red Sea and cross it 
to either Jiddah, the port of Mecca, or Yanbo, the port of 
Medina. A sixteenth-century Portuguese chronicler noted 
Alcocer (probably Quseir, or Kosseir, or more correctly al- 
Qusayr, on the west coast of the Red Sea), a port sixty leagues 
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south of Suez, where “most of the Muslims from the west, 
when they go on their pilgrimage to Mecca, collect together in 
this port in order to avoid traveling to Cairo.”44 

The second great caravan, that from Damascus, consisted 
of pilgrims from all over Syria, Turkey and parts of Persia. 
Raymond notes the importance of Ottoman patronage. “The 
Takiyya [convent] and the Madrasa [school] of Sulayman 
showed, in a most spectacular way, the sultan’s interest in 
the pilgrimage, of which Damascus, along with Cairo, was a 
rallying point.”4 The journey to Medina was 1300 km, and 
took some 40 days, and then ten more days to Mecca.“ 
Varthema claimed the journey to Mecca from Damascus took 
forty days and forty nights.” A mid-eighteenth century 
account by a participant said the journey was 718 farsangs, 
each farsang representing an hour’s travel. A modern 
account stresses the rigorous timetable enforced on this car- 
avan each year. The journey from Damascus to Mecca was to 
be covered in 39 days, with ten rest days added, and ten days 
were allowed in Mecca after the pilgrimage was completed. 
The whole round trip took 152 days.“ There may be a lack of 
concordance between these estimates of time, for if indeed 
they are compatible the caravans would be traveling more 
than fourteen hours a day. However, Gladwin’s account does 
expatiate on the very long stages traveled on this caravan, 
while Varthema noted that the journey took forty days and 
forty nights, implying that the caravans traveled day and 
night. 

The arrival and departure of hajj caravans were major 
holidays and occasions for festivities. We have an eyewitness 
account by a Christian of the return of the Damascus caravan 
in 1432. It consisted of 3000 camels, and was welcomed out- 
side the town by the governor and other dignitaries. It car- 
ried a copy of the Qur’an, which 


was enveloped in a silken covering, painted over with 
Moorish inscriptions; and the camel that bore it was, 
in like manner, decorated all over with silk. Four 
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musicians, and a great number of drums and trum- 
pets, preceded the camel, and made a loud noise. In 
front, and around, were about thirty men - some bear- 
ing cross-bows, other drawn swords, other small har- 
quebuses, which they fired off every now and then. 
Behind this camel followed eight old men, mounted on 
the swiftest camels, and near them were led their 
horses, magnificently caparisoned and ornamented 
with rich saddles, according to the custom of the coun- 
try. After them came a Turkish lady, a relation of the 
grand seignior, in a litter borne by two camels with 
rich housings. There were many of these animals cov- 
ered with cloth of gold. The caravan was composed of 
Moors, Turks, Barbaresques, Tartars, Persians, and 
other sectaries of the false prophet Mohammed.50 


Hazards must also be stressed. The Qur'an itself had neg- 
ative things to say about the beduin: “The wandering Arabs 
are more hard in disbelief and hypocrisy, and more likely to 
be ignorant of the limits which Allah hath revealed under His 
messenger.”5! The Portuguese governor Albuquerque told his 
king how, around 1500, both the Mecca caravan and the town 
itself had been plundered by tribes called “benybraem.”52 
At almost the same time, in 1508, a Christian pilgrim in 
Palestine noted that beduin, with a fine religious impartiali- 
ty, had attacked both his band and the hajj caravan. He 
described them as “a naked, miserable, bestial, wandering 
people, who alone can dwell in the desert which is uninhabit- 
able to all others, attack, harry, and conquer all men alike, 
even to the king himself, the most puissant Sultan of 
Egypt.”53 Things had not improved a century later, for in 
January 1610 an English traveler went from Aleppo to Tripoli 
with a one-thousand strong caravan of pilgrims “who were 
bound for Mecha, where there great Mahomet was then resi- 
dent [sic]: whereas else we should have trauelled in great 
danger and hazard of our liues, by reason the Countrey is so 
full of theeues.”54 (This caravan would have to hurry, for it 


49 


PILGRIMAGE TO MECCA 


had at most only about 40 days left to get to Mecca in time for 
the hajj.) Later in the seventeenth century similar problems 
were reported, though we should assume that in general this 
period, the highpoint of Ottoman control, was less danger- 
ous.55 A pilgrim noted the castle of Ala, and another of Khyber 
(probably ‘Al ‘al, and Kharja, in modern Jordan), both on the 
the Damascus caravan route to Medina. In both of these 
areas Christian and Jewish bandits attacked his caravan; 
later marauding Arabs were a problem.56 

The following extended account from 1741 is an excellent 
description of the dangers, the fervor, the organization, and 
the discomfort to be found on these vast caravans. 


“In the month of Shawal the pilgrims assemble in 
the city of Damascus, and the Pasha of Damascus is 
always appointed by the edict of the Emperor of 
Turkey, Meer Haaj, or conductor of the caravan of 
Mecca. Without a considerable escort it would be 
impossible to pass the desert; and even when the car- 
avan is strongly guarded and the pilgrims are very 
numerous, the wild Arabs hang in such a manner 
upon their march, that if any straggle from the cara- 
van, they are sure to be plundered. Another advantage 
from the appointment of the Meer Haaj is that by 
obliging everyone to pay implicit obedience to the reg- 
ulations for marching and halting, the confusion is 
prevented, which would otherwise be unavoidable 
amongst so large a body without a head. The following 
are some of the regulations for the caravan. Every one 
has his station assigned him in the line of march, 
which he must preserve during the whole journey. The 
people of Iran, and their camels, always form the rear. 
When the caravan halts, a particular spot is assigned 
for every string of camels, and where the master of 
them is allowed to pitch his tent. No one is allowed to 
infringe any of these regulations. When the stages are 
very long the caravan travels day and night; stopping 
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an hour at each of the times of prayer, when the 
camels are allowed to lie down with their burthens 
upon their backs; and at midnight they halt in like 
manner another hour. In order that those at the rear 
may know at night when the caravan is going to halt, 
the Meer Haaj lets off a rocket .. . . The troops of the 
Meer Haaj guard the caravan on all sides... . When 
the caravan arrives at Musseeret, the third stage from 
Damascus, they purchase necessaries for passing the 
desert, which the wild Arabs bring to that place for 
sale: after having bought what they want, they pursue 
their march. The stages of this journey are longer 
than what are traveled in any other country, inso- 
much that the camels of Syria, which are larger and 
more powerful than those of any other place, are 
fatigued almost to death. At the same time, the zeal of 
the pilgrims who go all the way on foot, keeps up their 
spirits, and they perform the journey with surprizing 
ease and alacrity.” 57 


Apart from these large Damascus and Cairo caravans, 
there were numerous other smaller ones; from Yemen, and 
from other parts of Arabia, and also from southern Persia. A 
Portuguese chronicler noted that the town of Lasah (al- 
Hasa), which included the port of Bahrain and was forty 
leagues from Bahrain Island, was the collection point for 
Persians, and the Arabs of the area, when they went on hajj. 
They, like the others, traveled in caravans because their 
route, in this case through the deserts of Yemen, was fre- 
quently subject to attack from the “Alarves,” or beduin, who 
lived there; hence the need for strongly defended caravans.58 
What sorts of numbers are we talking about in this early 
modern time? Today of course the hajj is a vast assemblage of 
people, with over two million people present on each hajj, 
even though the Saudi government limits numbers by allow- 
ing only 1,000 pilgrims per million Muslims in any one coun- 
try. In 1985 it was estimated that about 3 million made the 
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hajj, in a total Muslim population world wide of about 750 
million.59 In July 1988 there were about 1.5 million present, 
and this after the Saudi authorities had tried to restrict num- 
bers, while two million took part in June 1991. The numbers 
have risen greatly since World War II. The number of non- 
Saudis involved has gone from 29,000 in 1930 to 50,000 in 
1935, 101,000 in 1950, 286,000 in 1960 and 875,000 in 1975.60 
Total numbers rose from 108,000 in 1950 to 919,000 in 
1974.61 In 1977 392,000 Saudis, 496,000 non-Saudis resident 
in Saudi Arabia, and 740,000 non-resident foreigners made 
the hajj, a total then of 1,628,000.82 All this has an effect on 
the host country of Saudi Arabia. In 1976 the hajj contributed 
$US156 million to the Saudi economy. Expanding the infra- 
structure of course more than took up this sum. Six motor- 
ways have been built between Mecca and Arafat, a distance 
of 22 kilometres; they are used for only three to five days a 
year. 63 

Our data for earlier periods is obviously not very precise. 
Faroghi in fact refuses to even speculate on this matter.‘ 
Nevertheless, we need to at least try some sort of estimate. 
King provides a useful overview. He notes that in 1279 it was 
claimed that 40,000 came from Egypt, and a similar number 
from Iraq and Syria. In 1324, 15,000 Negroes from south of 
the Sahara were estimated to be present. Numbers rose 
under the Pax Ottomanica in the sixteenth to eighteenth cen- 
turies, only to decline as Wahhabi influence grew. In the eigh- 
teenth century the Damascus caravan may have included 
40,000, but in the nineteenth century only less than 10,000, 
and later in this century less than 1,000. Totals in the eigh- 
teenth century may have reached 200,000, in the mid-nine- 
teenth century about 50,000.65 

Exact data for our period is hard to find. Too often we 
merely have such statements as Varthema’s, who wrote early 
in the sixteenth century that “Truly I never saw so many 
people collected in one spot as during the twenty days I 
remained there [in Mecca].”66 An estimate from around 1580 
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found over 200,000 people there,” but a century later we are 
told there were a very great number, but not as many as 
70,000.68 Two other estimates from around the middle of the 
seventeenth century found totals of respectively 300,000 and 
200,000 at Mecca; the former is from a Christian priest who, 
while claiming to be well informed, never got beyond 
Palestine, while the latter is from the Turkish traveler 
Cheleby Evliya and so may be preferable. A French work 
from the 1650s, a compilation but one with a degree of relia- 
bility, found “plus de cinquante mille hommes estrangers,” 7 
and to this of course one would need to add a much larger 
number of locals. A century later again, in the 1770s, a 
French traveler claimed “not less than five hundred thousand 
pilgrims each year at Mecca... ”,71 which sounds extrava- 
gant in the extreme. 

We have a few more precise figures to show numbers 
from the three main areas, that is Cairo, Damascus and India 
(remembering, however, that in the first two cases these 
cities acted as collection points for very wide areas). A mod- 
ern estimate by Raymond cautiously finds 30,000 to 40,000 
from Cairo, and 20,000 to 30,000 from Damascus;72 perhaps 
as many again came from Arabia itself and other Muslim 
areas. A report from about 1580 found 50,000 people coming 
from Cairo on 140,000 mules and camels,73 but Qazvini nine- 
ty years later claimed only 20,000 from Egypt, and another 
10,000 beduin, and this was a year of hajj akbar.’* In 1782 
Rooke, a well-informed traveler, estimated thirty or forty 
thousand from Cairo.75 These figures appear to be irreconcil- 
able. As for Damascus, Varthema in 1503 noted 35,000 
camels and 40,000 people.’6 Padre Roger claimed at least 
25,000 from Damascus and the Holy Land in the mid seven- 
teenth century, and in the 1780s Rooke estimated thirty or 
forty thousand from “Aleppo,” by which presumably he meant 
Damascus, Palestine, and the Levant generally.”” A modern 
estimate cautiously says that in the eighteenth century 
between 20,000 and 60,000 made the hay from Damascus 
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each year. Perhaps this sort of imprecision is the best we 
can hope for. 

The data from India is a little fuller, and much more 
important for our purposes. However, several qualifications 
must be made immediately. First, we have some numbers of 
pilgrims traveling from western India, and especially from 
the central port of Surat, but we know that others left from 
other west coast ports, patronized by the rulers of Bijapur 
and Ahmadnagar, and that ships also went to the Red Sea 
from the east coast ports of Golconda and from Bengal too. 
Second, we also have data that shows that pilgrims from the 
Malay world often traveled via Surat, or other Indian ports. 
As Schrieke noted, “From the sixteenth century on, Surat 
was one of the fixed stations for people from the East on pil- 
grimage to Mecca.”79 They would be included in the numbers 
we are about to quote for pilgrims from India, but there is no 
way to separate them from those who came from India. 
Third, we have no data at all on the numbers who made the 
journey overland via the northwest of India. Sunni theolo- 
gians discouraged this route, as it involved travel through 
shia territory, but we cannot estimate what effect this had. 
Fourth, I have been unable to find any data at all on either 
numbers of ships or passengers going to the Red Sea from 
Malabar. 

Roff says, quoting official British sources, that around 
the middle of the nineteenth century some 5-7,000 Indian 
Muslims made the hajj each year; by the 1880s this number 
had risen to at least 10,000.89 We noted above that numbers 
in general in the nineteenth century were low, indeed from 
Damascus had fallen from perhaps 40,000 to 1,000. Thus on 
this basis alone we could expect rather more from India in 
our period than was the case in the middle of the nineteenth 
century. 

We can begin our survey by noting that several Indian 
rulers at the time sent one or more ships each year to the Red 
Sea specifically to carry pilgrims, though rich cargoes were 
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also on board. In the early seventeenth century Terry saw one 
of these ships, which went from Surat to Mocha and had 1700 
people on board, “the most of which number goe not for 
profit but out of devotion to visite the sepulchre of Mahomet 
at Medina neere Mecha [sic] . . . 81 In 1612 Middleton saw 
the “Rhemy” [“Rahimi”] of Surat, which belonged to the 
Mughal Queen Mother and was laden with Indian commodi- 
ties for Jiddah, and some 1500 passengers;82 we can assume 
the vast majority of these also were hajjis. Another account of 
this English expedition operating off the mouth of the Red 
Sea says that in April and May of 1612 they took, among oth- 
ers, two Surat ships. One was of 600 tons, and had 800 pas- 
sengers, the other of 200 tons.83 Four years later a Dutch 
merchant at Mocha saw a big ship from Dabhol with 1000 pil- 
grims on board.8 Faroghi notes a ship belonging to the 
Queen Mother of Bijapur carrying 1500 pilgrim passengers.®5 
In 1618 one of the King’s ships, that is of the Mughal emper- 
or Jahangir, reached Surat with 6-700 hajjis on board and a 
valuable cargo.8 In 1638 Mandelslo in Surat wrote of the 
ships that went to Aden and Mecca: “They sometimes carry 
above a thousand persons together, who for the most part go 
upon Pilgrimage to Meca, that at their return they may be 
put into the number of their Hoggoi, or Saints.”87 Later in 
this century Aurangzeb sent two of these huge pilgrim ships, 
of 1000 tons or more, to the Red Sea each year.88 In the 1580s 
at least Muhammad Quli of Golconda sent a ship of 600 tons 
each year to the Red Sea, laden with pilgrims, goods and mer- 
chants. These ships from the east coast were rather smaller 
than the comparable Mughal ones.®9 

All of these are examples of the huge royal ships paid for 
by the king or a top noble. A great noble under Akbar, Abdur 
Rahim, Khan-i khanan, provided at his own expense no less 
than three ships to take people on hajj. Two of them, the 
“Rahimi” and the “Salari”, each weighed in at a very large 
1500 tons, according to a detailed survey by the English mer- 
chant Saris.9° He paid for the crew, and also provided provi- 
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sions for the voyagers from his own funds.?! We also have 
some evidence of other ships proceeding to the Red Sea car- 
rying pilgrims which were not patronized by anyone; there 
could be large numbers on these too. Early in the seventeenth 
century a Portuguese fleet inspected an “Arab” ship which 
was going from Diu to “Mecca,” and which had 700 passen- 
gers, most of them people going on hajj.?? In 1613 the English 
captured off Surat a Gujarati ship of 300 tons coming from 
Mocha. It had a rich cargo, 12 large artillery pieces on each 
side, and over 300 sailors and passengers.?3 Qazvini gives us 
some very suggestive estimates. On his own ship, the 
“Salamat Ras,” there were 472 people, and more than forty 
others who were not recorded. His ship was one of six which 
left together from Surat for the Red Sea, all of them with pil- 
grims, merchants and goods on board. Later he noted a ship 
leaving Jiddah for Surat with over 800 pilgrims and traders 
on board. Other numbers of people on board range from 500 
to 1000 on each of the ten ships which altogether made the 
voyage from Surat to the Red Sea each year.º* We are justi- 
fied in assuming that most of these people were not mer- 
chants or sailors, but were going on pilgrimage, for Indian 
ships never carried crews of anything like this size. For 
example, Das Gupta has data for the crew on three medium 
size ships. One had 48 men on board to sail from Malacca to 
Batavia, and the other two had respectively 46 and 66.95 

To sum up, we are justified in finding 1000 pilgrims on 
each of the huge state-sponsored ships going to the Red Sea, 
and we can estimate six of these each year. Then we must add 
all those, apparently a considerable number, who traveled on 
other ships. Qazvini’s account produces, at ten ships with 
500 on each, 5000 more pilgrims. To this must be added those 
from places where we have no, or only very incomplete, data, 
notably Malabar, Coromandel and Bengal. Then we have to 
add those who went overland, and subtract those we have 
counted who, in fact, were from southeast Asia. We have at 
least 10,000 “certainties,” and to take account of the two 
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totally unguessable categories, that is those from eastern 
India, and those who went overland, we should add at least 
another 5000. In other words, the above data leads me to 
make a conservative estimate of 15,000 Indian Muslims mak- 
ing the hajj each year in our period. Nor is this extravagant 
when we consider Roff’s more precise nineteenth-century 
data, for our estimate then would point to a smaller fall from 
India than from Damascus. 
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everal methods within Islam create a sense of commu- 

nity, and solidarity, within the very diverse and scat- 

tered Muslim world. At a more local level two of the 
five pillars of the faith are important: the fast during the 
month of Ramadan, and the five daily prayers. During the 
fasting month no believer in Muslim areas takes food during 
daylight hours. All the faithful are united and bonded in 
the observance of this pious obligation. Similarly with the 
prayers: at five set times each day observant Muslims pray, 
individually to be sure in most cases, but all at the same 
time, and all facing in the direction of the Holy City and the 
Ka’ba. This process is even more manifest in the case of the 
midday prayers on Friday, which are said communally, at 
least by men. 

The hajj does these things too, but even more dramatical- 
ly. It has been generally recognized as absolutely central for 
the faith. Cragg describes how “by this annual ‘congregation’ 
Islam is bound together in a visible sacrament of unity, geo- 
graphically realized from the ends of the earth. In history the 
pilgrimage has profoundly served the solidarity of Islam and 
helped to a strong cosmopolitanism in architecture, tradition, 
and society, through the contacts it afforded. Each recurring 
year it mediates through the body of the faithful a vicarious 
experience of the symbol of Mecca, in that pilgrims share 
with their neighbours the thrill and emotion of their venture 
both in retrospect and prospect. In the actuality of the cere- 
monies themselves in and about Mecca there resides a pow- 
erful realization of the incorporate community of Islam, in 
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time and place.” 1 

The Encyclopedia of Islam notes under the entry “hadjdj” 
notes that “the pilgrimage helped to produce a mingling 
among the élite of the Muslim world; scholars on the way to 
Mecca would stay temporarily at places on the way, forming 
friendships with colleagues or themselves teaching in the 
local mosques.” More generally, “The wandering scholar is a 
familiar feature of medieval societies: the pilgrimage ensured 
that the wanderers met, at a determined time and place. It 
provided the Islamic world as a whole with a center and 
forum, which contributed greatly to the formation and main- 
tenance of an Islamic consensus - almost, one might say, an 
Islamic public opinion.” The kajj, in fact, creates “a height- 
ened awareness of belonging to a larger whole. This aware- 
ness is reinforced by participation in the common ritual and 
ceremonies of the pilgrimage in Mecca and Medina, and the 
communion with fellow-Muslims of other lands and peoples. 
The physical mobility of important groups of people entails a 
measure of social and cultural mobility, and a corresponding 
evolution of institutions.” 

In short, Islamic cultural unity and solidarity, a tangible 
sense of being an wmma, were very largely created by the 
hajj. K.N. Chaudhuri, in his recent wide-ranging study of the 
Indian Ocean area, very appropriately describes Mecca as “a 
primate city with virtually unlimited spatial domain.”2 An 
account from a recent hajj, that of 1991, described how 
“Every year during Haj, the holy city of Mecca becomes the 
most cosmopolitan of all Islamic cities, with an international 
choice of cuisine, a variety of shopping and a nightlife where 
Muslims from all over the world meet each other, often for 
the first time. At an Indonesian take-away, an Indonesian pil- 
grim introduces his new Senegalese friend to ‘hot soup with 
meatballs.’ The Senegalese has never eaten anything but his 
local food before. Both men are farmers and they discuss, in 
Arabic, the cost of living at home, their on techniques, 
and their experiences over Haj.”3 
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Anthropologists have put the matter in slightly more the- 
oretical terms. Geertz notes the great growth of the pilgrim- 
age from Indonesia in the nineteenth century—from 2,000 in 
1860 to 10,000 in 1880 and 50,000 in 1926—and comments 
that this “created a new class of spiritual adepts: men who 
had been to the Holy Land and (so they thought) seen Islam 
through an undarkened glass.”4 Other accounts from our 
period paint a similar picture. Belon, a hostile observer, 
wrote of the Dervishes, whom he disliked, and stressed how 
their status among the Turks rose after they had made the 
pilgrimage.5 Similarly, Ducket noted of Persia in 1574 that 
“They have among them certaine holy men whom they call 
Setes, counted holy for that they or any of their ancestors 
have bene on pilgrimage at Mecha in Arabia, for whoso- 
ever goeth thither on pilgrimage, to visite the sepulchre of 
Mahumet [sic], both he and all his posteritie are ever after 
called Setes, and counted for holy men, and have no lesse 
opinion of themselves.”6 A modern scholar writes of the sig- 
nificance of the hajj in pre-Mughal India: “The community of 
Orthodox Indian Islam in this early period, like that of other 
distant Muslim regions, depended for doctrinal guidance, 
reinvigorated piety, and communal solidarity upon regular 
connections with the great shrines of the Muslim world— 
especially through the annual pilgrimage to Mecca. Every 
year thousands upon thousands of pilgrims from India trav- 
eled on the Haj to fulfil their once-in-a-lifetime obligation by 
circumambulating the Ka’aba [sic].”7 

In all this there are three elements which need to be dis- 
tinguished. First is the centrality of Mecca, an obvious and 
generally accepted matter. Mecca was seen as the fountain- 
head, the source of correct Islamic doctrine and conduct.3 
People from this area arrogated to themselves great religious 
prestige and authority, claims widely accepted elsewhere. 
Persons from the heartland apparently often felt that, even if 
they moved, there was no need to acculturate or adapt in any 
way to local customs. Eaton notes sufis coming to Bijapur 
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from Arabia and Iraq who firmly retained their own customs 
and habits, who continued to write in Arabic, made many pil- 
grimages and sent gifts back to Mecca. One Arab pir even 
brought his own Arab murids with him: “The biographical 
notice clearly portrays him and his murids as exemplary 
models of Islamic behaviour in Bijapur.”? Eaton has also 
given us the biography of a similar foreign religious special- 
ist, who died in 1631-2 and whose career illustrates both the 
centrality of Arab, and especially Meccan, norms and the 
international character of such prestigious religious authori- 
ties. Shaikh ‘Abd Allah ‘Aidarus was born in the Yemen, went 
to Mecca and Medina, and was inducted into several sufi 
orders. In 1616-7 he went to Gujarat, where he was welcomed 
by his uncle, whose father had moved to India. This uncle 
was also a famous sufi and author. Our sheikh then moved on 
to Bijapur, but he remained Arab, and devoted to Arabic cul- 
ture, and never acculturated to India.!0 

The very experienced Captain Hamilton, writing of the 
inhabitants of the area now called Somalia, contrasted 
Meccans and black African converts. He said that “The 
Arabians from Mocha [sc. for Mecca], and other parts of 
Arabia the Happy, who reckon themselves Mahomet’s best 
Disciples, and who have travelled much to teach and confirm 
them in the Religion and Philology, declare them to be the 
greatest Schismaticks and obdurate Hereticks that profess 
the Mahometan Religion.” Portuguese accounts similarly 
point to the prestige and authority of any person, or directive, 
or even item, from Mecca. In 1551 a Jesuit noted with glee 
that they had converted, in Hurmuz, a daughter of a king of 
Arabia, a relative of Muhammad, a sayyid [“parente de 
Mafamede, da casta de Zaid”] who had recently. come from 
Mecca, and whom the locals considered to be of great sancti- 
ty. 12 A year later another letter from Hurmuz described how 
“a letter from Mecca for the king of Hurmuz arrived, written 
by a principal sayyid [“ceyde”] of the house of Mecca, one 
closely related to Muhammad, ordering that he [the king] 
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enforce a fast on certain days for all his people, big and small, 
because God was very displeased with them... ”13 

Similarly, the ruler of the powerful Muslim state of Aceh 
in Sumatra sent presents to Mecca and received legitimation 
in return.!4 As for inanimate objects, any book or relic from 
Mecca was treated with veneration. The lengths to which this 
could be taken were revealed in 1582, when the Portuguese 
captured a very strong ship from the Red Sea off Surat. It 
was very rich indeed, and when the cacizes (Muslim divines) 
on board saw the situation was hopeless, they threw over- 
board 30,000 Venetians worth of alms, which had come from 
Mecca, in order to avoid their falling into infidel hands.15 
Even Meccan dirt was redolent with holiness. In the mid- 
eighteenth century the ruler of Bengal, the pious Siraj ud- 
daula (soon to be overthrown by Clive) “erected a large imam- 
bara [a building where shia Muslims celebrate Muharram] in 
Murshidabad, excluding Hindus from the participation in the 
construction to preserve the purity of the building; its centre, 
the Madina, was filled six feet deep with earth from the 
sacred soil of Mecca.”16 

The second aspect of the centrality of Mecca that needs to 
be distinguished is the impact of the hajj on all who under- 
took it. The Dutch savant Snouck Hurgronje noted that even 
for those Indonesians and Malays who merely did the hajj, 
the result was an increase in their feeling of Muslim solidar- 
ity, and also “The politico-religious might of Islam, hitherto 
known to them only from popular legends . . . has proclaimed 
itself as a living reality.”17 Great prestige attached to hajjis. 
Fernão Mendes Pinto met in Mocha “a gasis of theirs, a 
maulana, whom they regarded as a holy man because he had 
recently returned from a pilgrimage to Mecca. Sitting in a 
carriage, protected from the sun’s glare by a silk awning, he 
was bestowing blessings and salaams on all sides... ”18 In 
the Maldive Islands in the early seventeenth century those 
who had been on hajj were allowed to wear their beards in a 
distinctive style. “Those who have been to Arabia, and have 
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visited the sepulchre of Mahomet at Mecca [sic], are held in 
high respect by all the world, whatever be their rank, and 
whether they be poor or rich; and, indeed, a great number of 
the poor have been there. These have peculiar privileges: 
they are called Agy Isc. for hajji, one who has done the hajj]; 
and in order to be recognised and remarked among the oth- 
ers, they all wear very white cotton frocks, and on their heads 
little round bonnets, also white, and carry beads in their 
hands without crosses; and when they have not the means to 
maintain themselves in this attire, the king or the nobles 
supply them, and fail not to do so.” 19 

The effects of a visit to Mecca could be various indeed. 
Regrettably, it sometimes led to an increase in intolerance. In 
the 1630s Lobo traveled by sea from Suakin, on the west 
coast of the Red Sea, to Diu. 


The ship carried many people, most of them pil- 
grims to their accursed, detestable house, by which I 
mean that of Meca, where Mafoma [Muhammad] is 
buried [sic]. Once these people have visited it, they 
receive from the Xarifes there an indisputable pass to 
Heaven; and when they leave Meca in this sanctified 
state, nothing is more loathsome to them than to meet 
with Christians, for they believe themselves contami- 
nated if they see or have any dealings with us, so pure 
in body and soul do they consider themselves when 
they leave that place. For this reason they very much 
begrudged our being on that ship, imagining that 
their purity would be spoiled by our presence there, 
for they avoided all communication or conversation 
with us, so that when they arose in the morning and 
their eyes were unavoidably struck by the sight of us 
... they would immediately spit in the other direction 
as if they had seen the vilest thing in the world . . . ”20 


Two English accounts point to a more agreeable result of 
making the hajj, an increase in sophistication, and an at least 
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temporary attack of scruples. In 1612 an English merchant 
wrote resignedly of the situation at an island off 
Mozambique. “The people for aught I can see are sociable and 
not treacherous, and very willing to sell their provision to us, 
and much better would it be were it not for the King who hath 
been at Mecca on pilgrimage and by that means is come to 
the knowledge of the worth of silver, otherwise heretofore we 
might have had anything for knives, tin spoons, glass beads, 
little looking glasses, leaden brushes and such like... ”21 
The second instance concerns an important Mughal noble 
entitled Masih-al-Zaman, who after falling out with powerful 
people at court took refuge by going off on hajj. On his way 
back in 1623 he was inadvertently involved in hostilities 
between the English East India Company and local Mughal 
officials, and had some money seized from him. Unfor- 
tunately for the English, twelve years later he became gover- 
nor of Surat, and was still annoyed that he had never had 
restitution. In fact, however, he had been offered compensa- 
tion some years before, but his claim had been admitted in a 
rather dubious fashion, and so he had refused to accept what 
he considered to be tainted compensation, “from scruple of 
conscience when hee was newly returned from Mocha [sc. for 
Mecca], sanctified by the addition of Hadgee, attayned by 
holy pilgrimage to Mahometts shrine [sic]; which having now 
laid aside in the execution of accustomed imjuryes and 
oppressions proper to all Governors, hee challenged this 
money.” 22 So much then for the centrality of Mecca, and the 
dignity and status acquired by those who visited it for the 
hajj.A third matter was much more powerful, that is the 
effect on those who stayed for some time in the Holy Cities, 
who did several hajjs and numerous umrahs, and who stud- 
ied in the great centers of Islamic orthodoxy in Mecca and 
Medina, and elsewhere in the Middle East. Hurgronje again 
stressed “The great difference between those who have only 
made the Hajj and its customary accessories, and those 
whom a stay of years in Mekka has made participants in the 
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Arabic-Muhammedan civilisation . . .” Later he wrote “There 
live in Mekka the choice few who have thrown themselves 
into the very source of the stream of the international life of 
Islam to be purified and strengthened in its waves.” He com- 
mented on how “many individuals live in Mekka from purely 
religious motives; they have desired to study the holy lore in 
the holy place, to live in the neighbourhoods of renowned 
pious learned men or mystics, to atone for old sins, to purify 
dirtily acquired property by partly pious spending, or to pass 
their last days on holy ground.” 23 

This was by no means only a nineteenth-century phe- 
nomenon; Mecca had always acted as the center, and had 
always been in part populated by those from all over the 
Islamic world who wanted to drink at the source. Ibn Battuta 
(1804-1354) spent four years in the area, as did many Indian 
Muslims whose role we will describe presently. In the twelfth 
century Ibn Jubayr noted a great number of settled pilgrims 
[mujawir] and those whose stay had been long.24 

Any religious specialist, whether primarily an alim or 
basically a sufi (nearly everyone was a mixture of both) added 
greatly to his status, prestige, and acceptability if he had 
sojourned and studied in the Holy Cities, or if he came from 
the Hijaz and was perhaps a sayyid. In a way this is a circu- 
lar statement, for anyone who was, or hoped to be, a religious 
authority would of necessity go to the Hijaz; conversely, if this 
journey had not been made one had little chance of popular 
acceptance, or of fulfilling one’s own religious aspirations. 
People from the Hijaz, or more often persons who had spent 
much time there studying and doing hajjs, were seen in outer 
Islamic areas as cynosures of the faith, people uniquely qual- 
ified to be listened to and emulated. Hurgronje again gives us 
a succinct, albeit rather cynical, statement on this matter. He 
described how in Mecca there are Malays “who, after having 
become more or less Mekkans [after a long residence], when 
their money is spent make a trip home to sell rosaries, Arabic 
books, scent etc. or attempt to profit financially from their 


68 


THE CENTRALITY OF THE HAJJ 


wisdom (learnt in Mekka), their mysticism, or merely from 
the aroma of their Mekkan sanctity.” 25 

An example from Southeast Asia will serve to introduce 
the matter. ‘Abd al-Ra’uf of Singkel’s career, investigated by 
A.H. Johns, gives a clear picture of the many ties, networks 
and connections established in seventeenth-century Islam, 
and of the centrality of the Holy Places in their formation. He 
was born in North Sumatra around 1615, and in about 1640 
moved to the Hijaz and Yemen to study. In Medina his main 
teacher was the Kurdish-born Ibrahim al-Kurani. He spent a 
total of nineteen years in Mecca, and gained very consider- 
able prestige. In particular, he taught hundreds, even thou- 
sands, of Indonesians there, and initiated many of them into 
the Order of which he was a distinguished member, the 
Shattariyya. He returned to Sumatra, to Aceh, in 1661, 
where he was a revered teacher for nearly thirty years. He 
kept in touch with Ibrahim in Medina, and taught what he 
had learnt from him to the many Indonesian, especially 
Javanese, pilgrims who stopped for a time in Aceh on the way 
to the Red Sea.26 

Another Asian example stresses the role of Medina, and 
again shows Islam’s extreme cosmopolitanism, in this case in 
the eighteenth century. Muhammad Hayya, a teacher of the 
great reformer al-Wahhab, had himself been taught in 
Medina by scholars from India, Persia, Algiers, Morocco and 
other places. Apart from al-Wahhab, his students came from 
Turkey, India, Yemen, Jerusalem, Baghdad, Damascus and 
other Muslim cities. As Voll notes, “The Medinese scholarly 
community in general was able to contact people from 
throughout the world of Islam because of the Pilgrimage.” 27 

There are numerous comparable Indian cases from our 
period.28 Hajji Ibrahim Muhaddis Qadiri, born near 
Allahabad, did the hajj, and then studied in Cairo, Mecca and 
Syria. He was away 24 years, but when he returned to India 
he settled in Agra, and was a prestigious teacher until his 
death in 1593. Another sufi of the time did seven hajjs, while 
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another, born near Lucknow, studied in Gujarat and then 
went to Mecca. He stayed five years in Medina, each year 
doing the hajj, and then returned to Ahmadabad.2º The inter- 
national character of Islam at this time, and the pattern of a 
career for a Muslim religious specialist, is well illustrated in 
the history of a founder of the Suhrawardiyya sufi order im 
India. Shaikh Baha'ud-Din Zakariyya was born late in the 
twelfth century near Multan. He memorized the Qur'an, and 
undertook further study in Khorasan for seven years. Then 
he traveled to Bukhara, did a hajj, and subsequently studied 
hadith for five years in Medina. Later he traveled and stud- 
ied and taught in Jerusalem, and Baghdad, where he joined 
his order.3º Another case shows how international Islamic 
learning was, with much of it, however, focused on Mecca. 
The great master of hadith in Delhi in the early seventeenth 
century was Abdulhaqq Dihlawi, who died in 1642. He had 
studied in Mecca for some years, where his teacher was 
Abdulwahhab Burhanpuri who, in turn, was a disciple and 
famulus of one of the great Indian immigrants to Mecca, 
namely Ali al-Muttagi (or Shaikh Ali Muttagi) of Burhanpur, 
who arrived in Mecca in 1534 and died there in 1568.3! Thus 
Dihlawi brought back to India, at second hand, the ideas of 
an Indian authority. 

A stay in Mecca usually increased the orthodoxy, and dog- 
matism, of those exposed to its scholars. In sixteenth-century 
India Shaikh Abdu-n-Nabi was at first strongly influenced by 
sufi practices and ideas, being a member of the Chishtiyah 
silsilah. Then he went to Mecca and Medina several times, 
and as the orthodox chronicler Badaoni tells us with some 
satisfaction, “he there studied the traditional sayings of 
Muhammad” and as a result gave up sufi practice: “objecting 
to the ecstatics and vocal music he followed the rule of the 
traditionalists and buried himself in outward piety, cleanli- 
ness, purification and devotion.” Subsequently he returned to 
India and became, as sadr-us-sudur, a powerful and conserv- 
ative force at Akbar’s court. His rigidity finally led to disgrace 
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in 1580; ironically, he was exiled by being sent off on hajj.32 

Other examples of people being made more orthodox in 
Mecca are legion. Maulana Muhammad Tahir, a Gujarati 
Bohra, spent some time in Mecca, “and after his return, 
imbued with purist zeal, undertook the reform of his fellow 
Bohras,” engaging in a vigorous rectification campaign.3 
Another sufi, Shah Sibghat Allah, was a member of the 
Shattari order. Born in Broach, he had his training and his 
pir in Ahmadabad. Late in the sixteenth century he did a 
hajj, which, as usual, seems to have caused him to change his 
opinions, for subsequently he led a puritanical and reformist 
campaign in Bijapur.% Two later examples of Indian scholars 
who led reformist campaigns at home after going to Mecca to 
study and do the hajj, are the well-known reformers Shah 
Waliullah in the eighteenth century, and Saiyid Ahmad of 
Rae-Bareli in the nineteenth. 

Some South Asian examples show, however, that Mecca 
did not always have the effect of increasing orthodoxy. Late 
in the fifteenth century Sayyid Muhammad of Jaunpur was a 
great scholar. Finally his studies convinced him that he was 
the Mahdi who would appear to cleanse the world before the 
year 1000 of the Muslim era, that is, 1591-2 CE. The local 
ruler of the time, Sultan Mahmud Begada of Gujarat, at first 
liked his ideas, but then, perhaps swayed by the opposition of 
most of the ulama, he asked the Sayyid to go to Mecca. This 
was done, and the hajj was performed in 1495-6, but the 
effect was the reverse of what was hoped. Apparently this 
experience merely confirmed his opinion of his role, and he 
proclaimed himself to be the Mahdi.35 Once back in India, he 
led a large movement whose members all accepted his claims. 

In the sixteenth century, as his movement grew, the 
authority of Mecca was brought into play to counter its 
appeal. The counter attack was led by Shaikh Ali Muttaqi 
(whom we have just met as Ali al-Muttagi), who was born in 
Burhanpur in 1480. In 1534 or 1536 he traveled to Mecca, 
where he stayed for a long time. On one occasion, in an action 
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that showed the prestige associated with scholarship from 
Mecca, he bought a famous manuscript, called the “Mawahib 
Laduniya,” made several copies, and sent one of them back 
home to Gujarat. “Further copies were made from this in 
India, and in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the 
work became famous in the sub-continent.” More to our 
point, once the shaikh returned home he tried hard to 
counter the appeal of the Mahdawis. Despite “fatwas issued 
by the ulama of Mecca and Medina which the Shaikh carried 
with him to strengthen his case,” his attempt to enforce 
Meccan norms failed; the Mahdawis were not impressed, and 
the shaikh went back to Mecca.3 His rectification efforts 
were, however, picked up by Abdu-l-Wahab Aqziu-l-qazat 
Qazi, a Gujarati who went on hajj, studied in Mecca with this 
same Shaikh Ali Muttagi, and became an expert, as the con- 
temporary account puts it, in piety, asceticism, and the 
science of tradition. “When he returned to his native country, 
he did away with the heresies in belief and practice which 
had become prevalent in his tribe, and he laboured to put 
down the Mahdavi sect of the followers of Saiyid Muhammad 
of Jaunpur.” He was killed in 1578.37 

There were other cases also where a Meccan experience 
apparently led to greater tolerance or, at least, no increase in 
orthodoxy. In the later seventeenth century a scholar called 
Sayyid Sa'd Allah, who had studied for 35 years in Índia and 
was also a sufi, proceeded to Mecca and spent twelve years 
there studying and teaching the standard Muslim works. As 
one would expect, he also did the hajj eleven times. A very 
pious and abstemious man, he was for a time close to the 
Sharif of Mecca, but he left Mecca for Surat when the Sharif 
ignored some of his advice. Aurangzeb heard of him and 
patronized him lavishly for a time as a prestigious returning 
local scholar, but eventually he proved to be too tolerant. 
Hindus as well as Muslims revered him, and this strained his 
relationship with the emperor. Even more famous was 
Akbar’s guide, Sheikh Salim Chisti. He made two extended 
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journeys to the Middle East, on each occasion basing himself 
in Mecca but also traveling widely in the Muslim world. 
Every year, however, he would return to Mecca to do the 
hajj.39 These experiences no doubt contributed to his high 
reputation when he finally settled down in India; on the other 
hand, his sufi ideas were apparently not affected by all this. 

Indian Muslims did not always accept the authority of 
Mecca. In the 1680s we find an illustration of this. Qazi Mir, 
an important and scholarly noble at Aurangzeb's court, 
“composed a new work drawn from the Old Testament and 
the Evangelists .... When it was finished, my friend Qazi 
Mir prayed for leave from Aurangzeb to travel to Mecca, since 
no one can be refused this, as it is a pilgrimage. On his 
arrival there he showed the book to the principal learned 
man of the Mahomedan faith, who is called the Xerif [Sharif]. 
He collected all the most famous men of learning for the 
examination of Qazi Mir's opinions, and to decide whether it 
was right to lay them before the public. After some months 
spent in examination, all of them with one accord said open- 
ly that what Qazi Mir had written was correct. The verdict 
was attested to by the principal men—the Sharif and the 
other learned men of Mecca—with their seals and signa- 
tures.”40 But on this occasion the strong-willed Aurangzeb 
was not impressed. He still considered the book unsound, and 
Qazi Mir was imprisoned on his return home. 

Only in a very small minority of all those who stayed in 
Mecca became great scholars. There was often a large settled 
population there of ordinary Muslims, many of whom had 
probably simply run out of money and so were stranded. On 
other occasions people who accompanied élite pilgrims had 
perforce to stay in Mecca until their patrons decided to go 
home. This was the case with the large numbers of Muslims 
attached to the party of Gulbadan Begum in the late 1570s. 
Indeed, the Ottomans became concerned at the overcrowding 
and pressure on food supplies that these people caused in 
Mecca and took steps to force them to leave.*! 
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Our final illustration of the centrality of Mecca has to do 
with conversions. Islam in our period was expanding vigor- 
ously, especially in Southeast Asia, but also in India, where it 
was locked, in some areas, in a fierce battle with a newly- 
arrived group of proselytizers, namely Roman Catholic mis- 
sionaries.*2 Again the Hijaz, Mecca, and the hajj are impor- 
tant here, for often the most prestigious Muslim cacizes came 
from the Hijaz, or had studied and trained there. The 
Portuguese accounts, more often complaints, show clearly the 
techniques used by Muslim missionaries to convert Hindus 
and others in India and elsewhere. What emerges is a close 
nexus between trade and religion, and a strong impression of 
the role of the Hijaz area and the Red Sea, that is the heart- 
land of Islam, in this conversion process. As a Jesuit lament- 
ed from Goa in 1560, what was most disturbing and lamen- 
table “is to see how the cacizes [“cequaces,” Muslim divines] 
of the accursed and abominable sect of Muhammad confound 
us, because they come from Mecca and from Persia and from 
many other places to infect and corrupt the poor Hindus 
[“gentios”] who are almost tabula rasa,” and their message 
has had a very great appeal indeed. Often they won by 
default; what was needed was more Christian missionaries to 
counter these overly successful Muslims.4? The same Jesuit 
added that “the partisans [“sectatores”] of Muhammad don’t 
sleep, rather their cacizes make themselves into seamen, and 
thus can go around preaching their accursed sect; and they 
have done so well that it seems incredible the number of gen- 
tiles that in a few years have here submitted to this evil sect, 
and I believe that here they have a great advantage over 
us.”44 Another Jesuit of the same time expanded on this 
Muslim conversion technique, describing again how they 
travel as “lascars, which is the same as sailors,” on 
Portuguese boats even, and sowed their evil seed wherever 
the boat called, even as far as China, Siam and Java. Their 
success was disturbingly great; indeed Fr. Dinis could see 
only one ray of hope. These Muslims had, of course, to tell 
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their converts that pork was now forbidden, and this was 
turning out to be a major stumbling block to conversions in 
China and neighboring areas, for pork was much consumed 
there.45 

In these cases it seems clear that the missionaries came 
from the Red Sea by and large. However, it is well known that 
southeast Asia was mostly converted by new Muslims from 
India, especially from Gujarat and other coastal areas. Again 
the Portuguese records describe this process in detail. The 
conversions were undertaken by people who were themselves 
relatively new converts. The mechanism was trade and the 
use of the sea as a highway for the spread of Islam. In the 
port of Rander were Naiteas [navayats], “great robbers and 
pirates, who are the lowest caste of Muslims; they are all 
skilled sailors, pilots and masters: they follow the Arabs in 
their religion, and it was from them that Islam entered the 
kingdom of Cambay [sc. Gujarat] and from there spread all 
over India and then all over the East, both on the mainland 
and in the islands of Sumatra, Java, Borneo, Banda, the 
Moluccas and all the others where their ships called; like 
men zealous about their false sect, they did their trade and 
preached their religion and converted an infinite number of 
idolators and gentiles.” 46 

Not, however, that it was only cacizes who traveled in dis- 
guise on the boats of their enemies. From the time of 
Albuquerque, early in the sixteenth century, we have a case, 
so far as I know unique, of a Portuguese impersonating a 
caciz. Fernão Dias, who had been captured by Muslims in 
the “strait of Gibraltar, and knew well the customs of the 
Muslims, and especially of the cacizes, and their legends and 
prayers.” Escaped from captivity and, subsequently, volun- 
teered to go overland to Portugal from India to take news to 
the king. Traveling in disguise as a caciz, he was helped by 
his excellent Arabic. Sometimes his prayers were so convinc- 
ing that he was given alms. “In this way he travelled, preach- 
ing the Qur’an and doing everything just like a holy caciz, 
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and finally he got to Portugal . . . “ Later he came back to 
India, “and went many times as a spy to the Red Sea in 
Muslim ships dressed as a caciz, and he did many services in 
the times of other governors, yet he died very poor; I knew 
him.” 47 

The way to stop the real cacizes, urged the religious, was 
to prohibit trade with the Red Sea and so cut off this conver- 
sion drive at its source. But to the extent this was done, and 
we will discuss the matter in detail in the next chapter; it was 
opposed by the secular arm of the Portuguese enterprise in 
Asia. In 1559, an official noted that while the religious no 
doubt acted with the best of motives, the fact was that Goa’s 
customs revenues had fallen catastrophically as a result of 
the failure of merchants “from Mecca [sc. the Red Sea], Persia 
and many other diverse parts” to come to Goa.48 

Other Portuguese records provide good information on 
other aspects of the conversion drive in India. In general, the 
missionaries on both sides did best with people who belonged 
to no major formal religion; those whom the Portuguese 
described as “gentiles”, which could mean low caste Hindus, 
or unsophisticated followers of folk practice. But sometimes 
the Muslims even, in a very threatening success, were able to 
get Christians to come over. In 1579, a Jesuit said that local 
Christians converted to Islam in Bengal because of the evil 
behavior of the European Christians.49 But a long and 
informed account from Malabar describes both the mix of 
trade and religion which proved so successful, and the way 
the Islamic stress on the equality of all believers fostered con- 
versions, producing the indigenous Muslim Moplah commu- 
nity. Correa, in an account of how Islam spread in Malabar, 
noted the dominance of the Nairs there, and the degraded 
position of the lower castes. Muslims, presumably from the 
Red Sea area, the major trading area for Malabar, pointed 
out to the rulers that the low caste porters were unable to 
move about freely in the area, because if they ran into Nairs 
they would be killed. But if these low caste Malabaris con- 
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verted to Islam “they would be able to go freely where they 
wished, because once they became Muslims they were imme- 
diately outside of the law of the Malabaris, and their cus- 
toms, and they would be able to travel on the roads and min- 
gle with all sorts of people.” This argument, plus a few bribes, 
convinced the rulers, who gave their consent. The actual con- 
version of these much-oppressed people was easy, for they 
thus could live where they pleased and eat what they want- 
ed. They also received clothing from the Muslims. The result 
was a great success for this Muslim conversion drive, which 
in turn spilt over into trading success, especially in the spice 
trade to the Red Sea.5° 

A traditional Muslim account of conversion in the same 
area of Malabar provides an interesting contrast. It claims 
that a group of Muslims, including a sheikh, arrived in 
Malabar, presumably from the Red Sea area: 


an intelligence of their arrival having reached the 
King, sending for them into his presence, he mani- 
fested towards them much kindness, conversing with 
them without reserve: and enquiring of them their cir- 
cumstances and condition, the Sheikh, encouraged by 
the King’s condescension, related to him the history of 
our prophet Mahomed (upon whom may the divine 
favour and blessing ever rest!), explaining also to the 
monarch the tenets of Islamism; whilst, for a confir- 
mation of their truth, he narrated to him the miracle 
of the division of the moon [which purportedly 
Muhammad did]. Now, conviction of the Prophet’s 
divine mission, under the blessing of Almighty God, 
having followed this relation, the heart of the King 
became warmed with a holy affection towards 
Mahomet (on whom be peace!), and, in consequence of 
this his conversion... 


many others also became Muslims.5! 
In areas ruled by the Portuguese the situation veered 
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between conflict and cooperation between Muslims and 
Christians. In Hurmuz there was a puppet king, and the mis- 
sionaries could work fairly freely. In 1551, a Jesuit com- 
plained that in terms of food and drink, and in conversation 
by night and day, there was no difference between Muslims 
and Christians. In this same year a Jesuit father was grave- 
ly ill and no cure seemed possible. A Muslim Arab promised 
to cure him in three days and in despair the priest put him- 
self in his hands. The Arab offered a candle each day to 
Muhammad, and another to Ali. In a surprising denouement, 
the Jesuit recovered but then turned around and converted 
his healer to Christianity.52 

Two final examples will illustrate further the complex 
Muslim-Christian relations at this time. From Hurmuz again 
we have an example of what seems to be almost playful com- 
petition. True, the Muslims here stoned the processions that 
a priest and his converts took out at night, but in a more 
friendly way, when the Christian processions cried out “Jesus 
Christ, have mercy on us,” the Muslims competed by crying 
out “There is no God but God [“Hum soo hé Deus, Deus hé 
hum soo”]... Whatever we did, they undid.”53 An example 
of what was more usual, Portuguese intolerance in an area 
where they had undisputed political control, relates to 
Murmugao, in the territory of their capital city of Goa. A 
Jesuit noted with glee that the political authorities had 
destroyed a mosque in a village near Murmugao, and this 
was very much to be applauded, “because in it Muhammad 
was worshiped by the Hindus of Salcette with offerings and 
other ceremonies, and by the Muslims of these areas with 
their accursed rites. They go to it at certain times of the year 
to preach [?fazer seu falar], and they have in it a school in 
which they teach the children their Qur’an.” 54 
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t the commencement of our period, in 1500, the Hijaz 

was governed by a sharif who controlled Mecca, 

Medina, and their ports of Jiddah and Yanbo, though 
he was nominally subject to the Mamluks in Cairo. As 
Guardian of the Holy Places, the position of the sharif was a 
prestigious one. The ‘Alid line which ruled the Hijaz from the 
960s to the nineteenth century claimed descent from Ali via 
his son Hasan.! On the other hand the Mamluk rulers 
claimed the title of Khalif as successors to the Abbasid 
dynasty of Baghdad. The sharif’s position vis à vis the 
Mamluks was not totally autonomous. At times the Mamluks 
took their position as khalif seriously, and showed interest in 
fostering the pilgrimage. They were also concerned about 
security in the Red Sea and events in the Hijaz because the 
very lucrative spice trade from the Arabian Sea to the Middle 
East and on to the Mediterranean passed through this closed 
waterway, and so overland from Suez to Cairo and 
Alexandria. The Mamluks then were concerned both in the 
broader sense of continuing the spice trade and protecting 
the Holy Places, and the narrower one of protecting, for both 
religious and political reasons, the pilgrimage. 

The arrival of the Portuguese soon both of these aspects 
put at risk. They were keen not only both to oppose Islam but 
also to monopolize the spice trade. As Couto noted, right from 
the start they tried to patrol the Red Sea entrance and block 
the “pilgrimage to the accursed house of Mecca.” Typically, 
service to their God also meant profits for themselves; they 
did this “as much to annoy and vituperate the Muslims as to 
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make profits for the Portuguese state,”2 for the ships they 
captured yielded rich booty. In this they conflicted very 
directly with the Mamluks. As early as 1502 da Gama cap- 
tured a great ship called the “Meri,” which was owned by the 
Mamluk ruler. It had left Calicut loaded with spices, and 
“because it was so large and secure, many honoured Muslims 
went in it on pilgrimage to their abomination of Mecca, and 
it returned with these pilgrims and also a very rich cargo.” 
Da Gama’s forces captured the ship, and destroyed it despite 
the offer of a huge bribe. One of the pilots on board was 
allowed to survive for the sake of his expertise, and some 
twenty children were saved so that they could be converted.3 
Another particular damage inflicted by the Portuguese was 
that their patrols in the Arabian Sea, and even cruises in the 
Red Sea from time to time, cut off the passage of a great ship, 
apparently belonging to the governor, under the Mamluks, of 
Damascus, which each year carried charitable contributions 
fron India to Mecca.4 

Accounts of a battle between the Portuguese and a 
Calicut fleet in 1504-5 mention a ship (in another version two 
ships) loaded with alms of gold and silver, this being the one 
sent every seven years by Indian Muslims to the sharifs of 
Mecca.5 Thanks to the Portuguese, such contributions now 
had to reach Mecca by other routes. Portuguese aspirations 
were very grandiose. There was talk of diverting the waters 
of the Nile, so that Egypt would become totally desert, and of 
capturing Mecca and holding the body of the Prophet for ran- 
som. (This latter project derived from the doubly erroneous 
belief that Muhammad’s body was suspended in the air at 
Mecca.) 

Barros described the general Muslim reaction to the 
arrival of the Portuguese and their depredations: “Thus these 
kings and princes, as the merchants through whose hands 
ran the commerce of spices and oriental riches, seeing that 
with our arrival in India, in the brief space of five years, we 
had taken control of the navigation of those seas, and they 
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had lost the commerce which they had dominated for so many 
years, and especially we were an insult to their House of 
Mecca, since already we had reached the gates of the Red 
Sea, seizing their pilgrims, all of these things were so serious 
for them and so sorrowful, that not only those directly offend- 
ed, but all of them in general so hated us that they each in 
their own way sought our destruction.” 6 A brother of Zain-ud- 
din, author of the famous Tohfut-ul-Mujahideen, wrote a long 
poem from Malabar early in the sixteenth century which 
noted how the Portuguese “forbade ships to set sail for Mecca, 
and this was the worst of the calamity,” and they “restricted 
vessels from sailing on the sea, especially the vessels of the 
greater and lesser pilgrimage.”” 

The method used to oppose the Portuguese was the well 
known attack in 1508-9 by Amir Hussein, an Egyptian admi- 
ral, who combined with Indian forces led by Malik Ayaz in 
Diu in an attempt to expel the Portuguese from India. He 
acted on behalf of the Mamluks, and they in turn were moti- 
vated by both economic and religious hostility to the 
Portuguese. His defeat at Diu in 1509 was decisive for the 
survival of the Portuguese in India. This same mixture of 
profit and piety seems to have determined Mamluk relations 
generally, and extended even to the sharifs of Mecca and the 
Hijaz area. An account by the Portuguese chronicler Barros 
of a little known punitive expedition of 1508 shows the mix- 
ture nicely. In 1508 Amir Hussein traveling down the Red 
Sea to enter the Arabian Sea and engage the Portuguese, 
stopped off at Yanbo, sixteen leagues (about 100 miles or 170 
kms) from Medina, attacked the town and killed the sheikh 
who was lord of the whole area through which Muslims going 
on pilgrimage traveled. He levied a head tax on “all the cafi- 
las of these pilgrims” but in reality he merely fleeced the car- 
avans. Finally, the pilgrims complained to Cairo. The 
Mamluk sultan agreed with the sheikh that he would be 
given a fixed sum each year for the sheik in return for leav- 
ing the caravans alone, adding that he was doing this out of 
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charity in order to help the sheikh. “But the truth was that it 
was money, because all the pilgrims who left from Cairo, or 
the lands of the Sultan, in the caravan, were registered by 
his officials, and paid two soltanis [a soltani equalled a 
Portuguese cruzado], one which they had always paid for 
portage, and the other which he said was to be handed over 
to the sheikh... But he found it hard to give the 12,000 solta- 
nis to the sheikh, and so for four years he had not paid this, 
which caused the sheikh to turn again to robbery. The sultan, 
moved by a concern for the common weal, and by the fact that 
he was Khalif and so should right wrongs done to pilgrims to 
the house of Muhammad, ordered Amir Hussein to remon- 
strate with the sheikh and if this did not work, to take the 
port of Yanbo, which was the wealthiest thing that the sheikh 
had, and the best rent, because of the coming and going of the 
caravans of pilgrims there, and its sea trade.” 

These sorts of concerns for the continuance of the pil- 
grimage, both mundane and spiritual, continued after the 
Ottoman Turks conquered Egypt in 1516-7 and also became 
overlords of the Hijaz.1° The ruling sharif, Barakat II (1495- 
1524), sent his thirteen year old son Sharif Abu Nomay to 
Salim, and his family was confirmed as rulers, under the 
Ottomans, of Mecca, Medina, Jiddah and indeed all the 
Hijaz." 

Ottoman sponsorship fostered the hajj, whose numbers 
grew impressively thanks to state patronage and protection. 
The theme of Faroghi’s important book is that the Ottomans 
legitimized their rule and integrated their empire by spend- 
ing money on Mecca and on the pilgrimage.!2 In both 
Ottoman Egypt and Syria important nobles, in the latter case 
the governor of Damascus after 1708, were designated amir- 
ul-hajj and took personal command of the pilgrimage cara- 
vans each year. A traveler in 1763 noted that the sultans sent 
pensions to the sharif of Mecca and his family and “With 
these pensions, and the freight of four or five large vessels, 
which he sends every year to Jiddah, laden with provisions, 
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he supports almost all the inhabitants of Mecca and Medina. 
During the whole time, while the pilgrims remain in the city 
of Mecca, as much water as two thousand camels can bear is 
daily distributed gratis; not to speak of the vast number of 
presents with which he adorns the Kaba, and gratifies the 
descendants of Mahomet.”13 A modern account said that the 
Ottomans had twelve boats in Suez, which each year took 
grain to Jiddah.!4 Among the titles of the Ottoman sultans 
were not only khalif, a dignity which they claimed by right of 
their conquest of Mamluk Egypt, but also khadim-al-hara- 
mayn al-sharifayn, that is servant of the holy sanctuaries. 
This position meant that the Ottomans also were con- 
cerned by the depredations of the Portuguese. While religious 
matters were often put forward in public as the reason why 
the Ottomans hated the Portuguese, economic factors were as 
important for them as they had been for the Mamluks. A let- 
ter to the sultan in 1525 from the Ottoman commander in the 
Red Sea was virulently anti-Portuguese, but the complaint 
against them had nothing to do with the hajj; rather it 
stressed political and economic matters, and especially their 
interference with the spice trade.!5 In 1538 this concern led 
to sending a fleet to help local opponents drive the 
Portuguese out of India, starting with expulsion from Diu, 
their key fortress. The Gujarati noble who initiated and coor- 
dinated this offensive, Khwaja Safar, had seen his own inter- 
ests seriously disrupted by Portuguese activities. He 
appealed to his nominal overlord, the sultan of Gujarat, for 
help against the Portuguese, citing various reasons, “and 
above all because they have affronted our religion and imped- 
ed the pilgrimage to the house of our Prophet.” 16 His appeal 
to the Ottoman sultan was fuller and more revealing. If the 
Portuguese were expelled, commerce would be free as it had 
been before the Portuguese came, and the pilgrimage to 
Mecca would again not be impeded as it was now owing to the 
way the Portuguese had closed the Red Sea.!” It is possible 
that at this time the Turks also wrote to the powerful Muslim 
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ruler of Aceh, in Sumatra to enlist his help in blocking 
Portuguese trade. Pinto claimed there was a pact between 
the two, and that the Turks had promised military aid if Aceh 
attacked the Portuguese.18 

An Ottoman fleet under Sulaiman Basha al-Khadim, the 
governor of Egypt, duly arrived in 1538. The sultan’s instruc- 
tions to the commander were to “set off for India and hold 
those Indian ports; cutting off the road and blocking [the] 
way to the sacred cities of Mecca and Medina, you will avert 
the evil deeds of the Portuguese infidels and remove their 
banners from the sea.”!9 But alas, the Portuguese fort of Diu 
held out, in an epic siege, and the Basha sailed home again. 
Typically, he took advantage of the fact that he reached 
Jiddah on the 20th of Shawwal to make a pilgrimage after 
which, while his fleet proceeded up the Red Sea, he accompa- 
nied the pilgrim caravan back to Egypt.2º He cast aspersions 
on the quality of Islam in Gujarat claiming that he had 
received very little assistance from the Gujaratis, during the 
siege and that the ruler of Gujarat failed to the least 
acknowledgment of his help. Finally, he decided to leave the 
ingrates to their own devices.2! This was something of a self- 
serving gloss on what really happened. He had been helped 
by Gujarati forces, there was nothing much wrong with 
Gujarati Islam, and he had left because the Portuguese had 
defeated him. Even so, this expedition does show that the 
Ottomans took seriously the threat from the Portuguese, and, 
more generally, their obligation to defend the Holy Places. 

This position was apparently quite widely recognized by 
other Muslim rulers. Sher Shah, who replaced the Mughals 
in North India from 1540 to 1545, once said that after he had 
completed his conquest of Hindustan he wanted to attack the 
shia Safavid Persians who had blocked the hajj to sunnis 
from India. He hoped to get the Ottomans to coordinate an 
attack with him so that the Persians would be caught from 
both sides.22 Similarly, in 1566 the Muslim ruler of Aceh, in 
Sumatra, appealed to the Ottoman sultan Selim II for help 
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against the Portuguese. He addressed the sultan as the khal- 
ifa of Islam. In response Selim II did prepare a fleet to send 
to Aceh, but it was later diverted to crush a revolt in Yemen.23 

This is not to say that the Indian Ocean and the 
Portuguese were ever the Ottoman’s most important concern. 
Their priorities were overwhelmingly inland, while to the 
extent that they were concerned with maritime matters they 
looked first to the Mediterranean. As Guilmartin notes, after 
they beat off the Portuguese at Jiddah in 1517, they “never 
threw their whole weight into this conflict. Tax revenues 
based on land ownership were more important to them than 
commercial profits and Suleiman I consequently elected to 
move against Hungary rather than the Portuguese in the 
Indian Ocean,” and further “The Ottoman Empire was pri- 
marily a continental power, mainly concerned with the 
expansion of its control over land areas. The Ottomans had 
no particular aversion to trade, but since maritime commerce 
was mostly carried out in the Ottoman Empire by non- 
Ottomans acting in their own interests, maritime commerce 
was regarded as a political and economic tool which could be 
manipulated at will.” 4 

Nevertheless, they did continue to complain about 
Portuguese activities, and not without reason for the 
Portuguese did mount one more major expedition into the 
Red Sea, in 1541. The Portuguese aim was quite specifically 
to block the pilgrimage, and indeed the Ottomans had 
already had to put up with a flood of complaints about how 
the faithful were unable to “go to the house of Mecca, to take 
their alms and fulfil their pilgrimage, because the Christians 
take them at sea, and also within the Red Sea, and they kill 
and rob them and the least that they do is to capture them 

.”25 It is nevertheless unclear whether their concern was 
primarily religious or economic. An exchange in the 1540s 
seems to show that trade and revenue were most important 
for the Ottomans. In 1546 they conquered Basra, and so 
moved much closer to the Portuguese fort at Hurmuz. But the 
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next year an envoy from Basra’s new ruler made it clear to 
the Portuguese that his master wanted to “make Basra very 
prosperous through commerce, so that it might yield a large 
revenue to the Great Turk” and that “the Turks wanted very 
much to establish a flourishing trade in Basra.”26 Similarly, 
Ozbaran’s detailed account of Portuguese-Ottoman relations 
in the Persian/Arabian Gulf area in the sixteenth century, 
based on both Portuguese and Ottoman records, says nothing 
of religion at all, but rather deals very usefully with military, 
strategic and commercial competition.2? 

More support for the primacy of trade over religion comes 
from an important incident in the early 1560s, little known to 
historians.28 In 1562 the Turkish governor of Basra sent an 
envoy to Hurmuz to make peace, for the Ottoman concern 
was now totally with trade. This led, in 1563-4, to a 
Portuguese embassy under António Teixeira de Macedo and 
negotiated with the sultan, Suleiman the Lawgiver (for 
Europeans “the Magnificent”), for a peace treaty. The 
Ottoman proposal was that the Turks have free navigation 
all over the Indian Ocean, and be allowed to have factories in 
certain places, paying duties on their trade there to the 
Portuguese. In return, the Portuguese could have factories in 
Ottoman areas, notably Basra, Cairo and Alexandria, and be 
allowed into the Red Sea area. The Portuguese turned down 
these proposals, as they feared they would not do well in free 
competition with the Ottomans; anyway they were afraid 
that all this was just an Ottoman attempt to get a foothold in 
the Indian Ocean area. Once this was achieved they could 
easily drive out the Portuguese, so hated by the local people.29 
What emerges most clearly from this very frank Portuguese 
assessment is that there is no sign that the Ottomans raised 
the matter of the pilgrimage, or religion, at all. The proposals 
as reported had to do entirely with trade. 

The same applies if we consider evidence from the 
Ottoman side concerning these negotiations. In September 
1564 the sultan wrote, after Teixeira had left, a letter to the 
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king of Portugal which again says nothing about religion, but 
a lot about secular matters. In particular, he told the king 
that “you shall establish, on land and on sea, safety and secu- 
rity for the people and the merchants of our well protected 
dominions, who are in the land of India, in the region of 
Jezayir [?] and in other lands. Your present ambassador 
has—without delay—been accorded our noble permission, 
and, with our imperial letter, he has been sent back to that 
land. Now it is needful that, when [this letter] reaches you, 
you shall, without delay, despatch to us your ambassador, 
who shall be sent for this laudable purpose, that is, for the 
bettering of the conditions of the people and for the good 
ordering of the affairs of state.”30 

By now Ottoman concerns were no longer backed up by 
expeditions of the size of that commanded by Sulaiman 
Basha, but the Ottomans remained concerned, even if power- 
less to do more than fulminate. In October 1565 Suleiman, 
apparently now despairing of any hope of a treaty with the 
Portuguese, wrote again to the king of Portugal in these 
terms: “Recently reports of your aggression against Muslim 
pilgrims and merchants coming from India to our territories 
have reached us ... It is imperative that after receiving my 
exalted letter you should, in accordance with your desire for 
peace, immediately stop all atrocities on the Indian pilgrims 
and traders. If you continue to disturb peace in that region [of 
India] then appropriate steps will be taken against you.”3! 
But the Portuguese took no notice, so in 1568 Sultan 
Suleiman wrote to his governor of Egypt complaining of them 
and their seizures of Indian ports and harassment of pil- 
grims. To counter them he had prepared a fleet in the 
Mediterranean, and now wanted to consider carving a chan- 
nel between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea so that this 
fleet could get to the Arabian Sea and attack the 
Portuguese.32 Nothing came of this project but, apart from 
being a curious anticipation of the notion of a Suez Canal, it 
demonstrates also the logistic problems the Ottomans faced, 
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centerd as they were in the Mediterranean. Exactly why reli- 
gion was now given at least public primacy is unclear; what 
these negotiations in the mid 1560s do show is that the 
Ottomans seldom complained of any Portuguese threat to the 
hajj traffic; indeed, their concern seems to be much more with 
trade. From this time on relations between the two were 
peaceful enough, based on a mutual desire for trade.3 Yet the 
Portuguese continued to keep a watchful eye on the Turks. In 
1605 the king wrote to the viceroy that he had heard from a 
person who had been released after being a captive of the 
Turks for sixteen years that there were revolts against the 
Turks in the Red Sea area, and also that the Turks were pos- 
sibly contemplating an attack on Melinde. The viceroy was 
told to collect information, even if some expense were 
involved.34 

The Ottomans then were able to do little, and apparently 
cared little, to help Indian pilgrims directly, in part, no doubt, 
because, as we will see, Portuguese activities were not near- 
ly as detrimental to the pilgrimage as some accounts have 
claimed. If sometimes, at least, the Ottomans tried to help 
Indian pilgrims, Safavid Persia was an obstacle. This was 
partly due to geopolitical hostility between Persia and 
Mughal India. There was more or less constant tension 
between the two in the northwest of India and Afghanistan, 
then part of India, focused on the strategic fortress of 
Qandahar. But doctrinal differences were also important, for 
the Safavids were strict, and proselytizing, shia Muslims 
while the Mughals were, to varying degrees, committed 
sunnis. An indication of this sort of conflict was the way, in 
1544, Shah Tahmasp of Persia forced the exiled Mughal ruler 
Humayun to convert to shia Islam before he would try to help 
him regain his throne. Subsequently, the Safavids frequently 
impeded the passage of Indian pilgrims.35 Indeed, sunni visi- 
tors in general appear to have been subjected to slights and 
insults in Persia. For example, the sunni Turkish traveler 
Sidi Ali Reis was challenged three times on sectarian 
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grounds.?6 The sunni response in India to all this was to 
counterattack. Some of the more orthodox ulama at Akbar’s 
court took the extreme step of claiming that the hajj was no 
longer obligatory, because if it were done by sea it was done 
under the patronage or tolerance of Christian Portuguese, 
and if by land through shia, virtually infidel, territory.37 

It seems that the overland route was usually not the first 
choice anyway, except perhaps for those intending hajjis who 
lived in the far northwest of India. The sea route was com- 
paratively easier, and this was the way most Indian pilgrims 
traveled. However, in the sixteenth century this route was to 
an extent controlled by the newly-arrived Portuguese. We 
will investigate the degree and effectiveness of Portuguese 
hostility, but first we will sketch the general Portuguese, and 
especially missionary, attitude to Islam. The position of the 
clergy was, predictably, one of more or less unrelieved hostil- 
ity, based partly on doctrinal grounds, and partly on the fact, 
as we saw in Chapter 3, that Islam was doing very well 
indeed in converting people, especially in Southeast Asia. 

Anti-Muslim feeling was of course rife among the 
Portuguese. They had reconquered their own land from 
Muslims, completing the task only late in the thirteenth cen- 
tury. In neighboring Spain independent Muslim power had 
lasted till the end of the fifteenth century, and the last 
Muslim revolt against Spanish Christian rule was to come 
only in 1568. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, as 
Portugal expanded down the west African coast and then 
around into the Indian Ocean, some Portuguese were 
engaged in a long and bloody struggle, punctuated by 
appalling atrocities, with Muslims in North Africa. Indeed, 
there was frequent interchange of personnel between the two 
areas; many of the Portuguese commanders and troops in 
India had served earlier in Morocco. 

Anti-Muslim feeling then was visceral, innate almost, 
among the Portuguese. A very powerful way to malign an 
opponent was to say he was soft on Muslims, or acted like a 
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Muslim. As one example, which powerfully brings to mind 
the sorts of prejudices cited in Daniel's important book,38 the 
great Portuguese governor Afonso Albuquerque was accused 
of being as bad as Muhammad. An opponent wrote that, 
among other crimes and misconduct, “When he came from 
Malacca he got himself together in Cochin [in 1512] with 
sixty whores that he had brought from Goa, and he put them 
in a tower, and as soon as he finished dinner he went to them, 
and this he did all this winter [i.e., the rainy season from 
June to September] so that no one could talk to him or do any 
business; Muhammad did not have more delectation with vir- 
gin girls than he did.” 39 

The antipathy went both ways. We have noted many 
times the way the Portuguese talked of the Prophet and of 
Islam, routinely using adjectives like abominable, accursed, 
and so on. Most of the Muslim population of Goa was killed 
in 1510 when the city was retaken, and subsequently 
Muslims were persecuted in Portuguese areas. Such viscer- 
al hatred was often paid back with interest by Muslims. A 
poet writing from Calicut, center of the resistance to the 
Portuguese, wrote: 


It is this, the worst of all creatures, the follower of the 
most unclean ways 

The bitterest foe of Allah and His apostle, His religion, 
and His apostle’s community 

The Frank who worships the cross and prostrates before 
pictures and idols 

Of ugly appearance and form, blue eyed like that of 
Gorillas [Ghouls] 

He passes water like a dog, and whosoever purifies him- 
self, is rebuked and excommunicated 

He is cunning, disobedient, deceitful and filthiest of all 
creatures of God. 


Or the following from the same poem: 
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They destroyed Islamic buildings and basic principles of 
Islamic traditions 

They dominated the local rulers like the domination of a 
master over his slave... 

How many Muslims are chained in their prison and how 
many are tortured with severe trials 

How many they orphaned by their homicide and how 
many girls and women they made widows 

How many ships they set on fire and how many vessels 
they sunk in the sea 

How many Muslims they have converted to Christianity 
[by force] and even Sayids have been made prisoners 

They have blocked all routes of land and sea to the 
Muslims who are still frightened 

So the people have begun to live above the hills and even 
there they walk in trepidation 

They have burnt the Qur’an and Mosques and in their 
places they have built their own places of worship 

They beat the Muslims with their shoes and desecrate 
and defile the mosques with their urine 

They dug up the graves of Muslims and in their places 
they have built their own places of worship 

They have raped women in the presence of their impris- 
oned husbands and relatives 

They drove the fettered, frightened and tortured prison- 
ers in the market 

They ordered them by force to carry filthy and impure 
objects and imprison them in unclean places.*° 


In the town of Ponnani, near Cochin, there lived in the 


1580s a caciz (a Muslim divine) who was bitterly opposed to 
Christians. His hatred was such that he ordered that when 
he died he was to be buried on his stomach, with his face 
down, so that he would not be able to see any Christians. 
Every Friday he would make Christian captives in the town 
draw lots, and the loser would be taken to the mosque and 
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there ordered to convert to Islam. Those who refused had 
their heads cut off, so that the mosque ran with blood. It was 
claimed that he had martyred some 200 Christians in this 
way.4! 

The Church of course was most open and most vehement 
in its opposition to Islam, and especially to the pilgrimage. 
The Provincial Councils held at Goa later in the sixteenth 
century passed a series of anti-Muslim decrees, their effec- 
tiveness being dependent on the extent to which the secular 
arm enforced them. At the first, in 1567, decree 30 recom- 
mended that non-Christians employed by the state not be 
allowed to take off one day a week “for the observance of their 
false religions.” This applied especially to Muslims and 
Fridays.42 Decree 35 of the same Council said “Many Muslims 
and other infidels come to our ports with books of their sects, 
and their false relics that they bring from the House of 
Mecca, and other places they hold to be holy, and they pass 
through our territories with these things to their own areas; 
the officials of the customs houses are ordered that when 
these books and relics are seen, they should not be cleared 
but rather the prelates or vicars should be informed and they 
should examine them and if they find them to be such, should 
burn them.”43 

The Third Provincial Council, of 1585, was concerned 
directly with the hajj. Under the subheading “That one not 
give cartazes or licences to go on pilgrimage to the house of 
Mecca or to the pagodas of the gentiles,” the decree ran: “This 
Synod, in conformity with the Vienna Council, declares that 
cartazes and licences, either verbal or written, must not be 
given to Muslims so that they can go on pilgrimage to the 
house of Mecca to their false Muhammad...” Nor were infi- 
dels (Hindus) to be given licences to go on pilgrimage to their 
pagodas or false gods. The captains of Hurmuz, and all other 
captains of fortresses in India, were instructed to observe 
this, as one would hope from good Christians zealous in the 
faith.44 
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Religious specialists on both sides led the antipathy, and 
tried to keep their secular colleagues up to the correctly intol- 
erant mark. In return, religious leaders could suffer for their 
prominence. In a case not without an element of farce, two 
Jesuits were captured in 1589 and held at Dofar by the local 
Muslim chief for ransom. A sum of 900 ducats had been 
agreed on, but then a caciz (in another version a Turk) who 
had been captured by the Portuguese and subsequently ran- 
somed in Diu for 5,000 pardaus (in another version 4,000) 
reached the town. He pointed out to the ruler that the Jesuits 
were the Christian version of cacizes and if he had been 
worth so much then the two of them would fetch much more. 
This held up the exchange, and subsequently the priests were 
taken to Sana, where there were another 28 Christian cap- 
tives (in another version 18) whose faith was strengthened by 
the intrepid Jesuits. They remained imprisoned while hag- 
gling over their value went on at least until the end of 1594.45 
It is possible that it was these people who finally returned to 
Goa in 1596 on ships coming from the Red Sea; certainly in 
this year some Portuguese who had been captured by the 
Turks on the Melinde coast in east Africa were freed.46 

The attitude of the secular authorities was generally a lit- 
tle more relaxed, though at times they could be pressured by 
the religious to be as strict and intolerant as they were. While 
the Provincial Council opposed any importation of Muslim 
religious books or relics, the secular authorities were less 
strict. When Albuquerque exchanged presents with a local 
Muslim ruler, one of his offerings was a copy of the Qur’an 
worth 200 pardaus.47 The book had presumably been cap- 
tured from some hostile trader. Certainly on other occasions 
the Portuguese were not averse to recycling items they had 
captured. In 1511 Albuquerque sent off an expedition east of 
Malacca, which he had just captured. Presents for local kings 
were sent too, and they included some of the highly prized 
Mecca velvet, which the Portuguese had taken off a hostile 
ship of Calicut. On another occasion however this sort of 
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recycling redounded on the Portuguese. In 1533 they had 
captured several ships trading with the Red Sea and taken 
off most of their cargoes. Among the cargo were highly valued 
velvet and brocade from Mecca and casks of rose water. 
Subsequently, when a Portuguese ambassador was ordered to 
Bengal for negotiations, these same captured items were sent 
along as presents for the ruler. All went well until a Muslim 
at the court in Bengal recognized the marks on these items. 
He had himself been a witness to the capture of the Muslim 
ships in question. He told the king of this, pointing out that 
not only was this robbery, but worse still the items had been 
taken from people on pilgrimage to Mecca. The embassy 
failed, and the Portuguese ambassador was held captive for a 
time.49 

Despite, then, what the religious might think about this 
traffic in idolatry, the secular authorities always had to tem- 
per religious opposition to Muslims with economic realities. 
In 1514 Albuquerque decided to attack Hurmuz, rather than 
cruise in the Red Sea. He was well aware that it would be 
excellent to go as far as Suez and battle with the fleet of the 
sultan of Egypt, and also to hinder the pilgrimage to Mecca, 
and to concert his efforts with the ruler of Abyssinia, and 
finally if the Muslim Red Sea trade was blocked, then the 
goods which came from Portugal, often the same sorts of 
goods, would sell much better in India. But the costs of the 
expedition would be high, and on balance it appeared, despite 
its general desirability, to be financially impossible. So the 
fleet headed for Hurmuz instead.5° More generally, financial 
officials often pointed out that strict anti-Muslim policies 
were all very well, and no doubt well-intended by the clergy, 
but the fact was that they hindered trade and lowered cus- 
toms revenues. In 1559 an official wrote that where once 
Goa’s customs had yielded 800 pardaus, more recently 
thanks to nondiscriminatory policies this had risen to 80,000 
pardaus. Now this was being threatened by a new wave of 
discrimination.5! 
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The records are unclear on the vital matter of the degree 
to which Portuguese secular authorities followed the advice 
of the religious and prohibited Muslims from going on hajj. 
Our records from later in the century show that the pilgrim 
traffic continued, and we can then assume that after their 
first burst of enthusiastic intolerance the secular authorities 
either did not hinder pilgrims, turned a blind eye to their 
presence, or simply were unable to tell a pilgrim from any 
other passenger on a ship going to the Red Sea. What is clear 
is that Portuguese policy on trade and travel to the Red Sea 
varied over the sixteenth century and was by no means one 
of total prohibition for the whole of the century.®2 

The Portuguese started off in the Indian Ocean in a very 
hardnosed undiscriminating way, attacking Muslim ships on 
sight. Records are rife with accounts of bloody massacres of 
all passengers and crew on ships going to or coming from the 
Red Sea, and the confiscation of their cargoes. The royal 
instructions to the second Portuguese voyage of 1500, com- 
manded by Cabral, told him to make open war on Muslim 
shipping, for these were people with whom the Portuguese 
had a very ancient hostility.53 Very soon, however, this policy 
became more discriminating, though no less bloody. The 
Portuguese began to separate ships from Mecca, that is the 
Red Sea, from local Muslim ships. Arabs and Turks were for- 
bidden, but local Indian Muslims were treated rather differ- 
ently. They could trade, but only under strict conditions. They 
were not to carry people belonging to these two Muslim 
groups, for they were considered to be inherently and irre- 
mediably opposed to the Portuguese. Nor were they to carry 
armaments capable of being used against the Portuguese. 
Much more important, they were not to carry spices. This 
was the key requirement of the Portuguese. The whole eco- 
nomic object of the exercise was to interdict the trade in 
spices through the Red Sea to Europe, and instead gain for 
themselves a monopoly of this valuable trade by using the 
route via the Cape of Good Hope. 
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Thus Portuguese policy mixed service to God and to 
Mammon, but it seems clear that Mammon, the monopoly of 
the spice trade, was the main ingredient. As early as 1502 a 
Portuguese fleet awaited ships from the Red Sea, “and they 
wished to destroy them in order that the king of Portugal be 
the only lord of the spices of India.” 54 In 1505 the new viceroy, 
d’Almeida, pointed out that he had tried to be friends with 
the ruler of Calicut, but he preferred to stay friends with the 
Moors of Mecca. So d’Almeida was going to make clear to him 
the price of this choice, by blocking completely the spice trade 
to the Red Sea.55 Putting this into effect, in 1506 a fleet 
patrolled the entrance to the Red Sea, stopped all ships, and 
imprisoned those which did not have a pass or cartaz from a 
competent Portuguese authority.56 

This policy continued through the century.5” On one suc- 
cessful patrol in 1525 a Portuguese fleet cruised in the 
“straits of Mecca,” that is the entrance to the Red Sea, and 
burned 26 ships, killed many people, captured others, and 
took ships loaded with spices.58 In 1528 the Portuguese 
defeated and sank a huge armada of 130 sail from Calicut, 
sixty of them guard ships and the rest cargo.59 Not, however 
that the patrolling was always successful. A crucial gap was 
the failure to take Aden. Instead it was controlled by the 
Ottoman Turks from 1538, thanks to Sulaiman Basha, and 
definitively taken over by Piri Reis in 1549, after a period of 
quasi-independence.6° This denied the Portuguese a base 
which would have made more effective their patrolling at the 
entrance to the Red Sea more effective. Sometimes illicit 
Muslim traders were able to slip past the Portuguese fleets, 
and sometimes the fleets got there too late and missed the 
spice ships.®! l 

It is important to stress that the Portuguese soon forgot 
about trying to block all trade to the Red Sea. In general, if a 
ship took a cartaz, and paid customs duties to the Portuguese 
at one of their forts, they were free to trade. And obviously 
the Portuguese could not control the passengers, nor indeed 
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did the cartazes ever forbid the passage of pilgrims, despite 
the demands of the religious authorities. Trade thus contin- 
ued from India, and especially from Gujarat, to the Red Sea, 
and the pilgrim traffic was not affected. In the case of 
Gujarat, this policy was clearly laid out in peace treaties of 
the 1530s. In 1534 it was specified that all Gujarati ships 
going to the Red Sea must call first at Bassein and get a car- 
taz; the point is that they were allowed to go there. We have 
plenty of evidence of actual cartazes being given to Gujarati 
ships for trade to the Red Sea from this time on.83 Indeed, it 
seems clear that Gujarati trade with the Red Sea expanded 
greatly during this century. 

Late in 1537 the Portuguese governor, Nuno da Cunha, 
wrote complacently to the king that the trade from Diu to the 
Red Sea was going well. Many Indian ships had left Diu for 
the Red Sea, and 35 had arrived from the Arabian coast, Aden 
and Jiddah.6* In 1538 a Portuguese ship inspected a Muslim 
ship which had a cartaz from the captain of Diu “which said 
that that ship might navigate from Surat to Mocha and back 
to Diu, but was not to carry forbidden merchandise [essen- 
tially meaning spices] or Rumes or Turks ...”65 Three years 
later a Portuguese fleet off the entrance of the Red Sea 
inspected two ships, one large and one small. One had a car- 
taz from the Portuguese captain of Diu to go to Suez, and one 
from the captain of Bassein to go to Jiddah “and our ships 
honoured them.”6 In 1548 the municipal council of Goa 
wrote to the king that in the last year alone some fifty or sixty 
ships had come from the Red Sea to the Indian coast.” Even 
the Jesuit records routinely record the arrival of ships from 
the Red Sea, apparently unaffected and unbothered by the 
fact that these ships came from the heartland of Islam. 
Couto has a curious story of a Muslim merchant who had 
some especially fine cloths [“bofatas, os mais ricos que podi- 
am ser”] made in Broach which were destined for “the Pashas 
of the Turk” (presumably a Turkish governor somewhere in 
the Red Sea area). He had trouble with a Portuguese customs 
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official over their valuation, but the point is that the 
Portuguese officials saw even this trade to the heartland of 
Islam as quite routine and unexceptional.% 

In a particularly interesting case of 1609, a Portuguese 
fleet stopped an Arab ship on its way from Diu to the Red 
Sea. Most of its 700 passengers were pilgrims. It had a cartaz 
from no less a person than the Archbishop of Goa, who was 
acting governor of Portuguese India at the time.7o In 
wartime, such as in the build up to the second siege of Diu in 
1546, this trade was blocked to enemies of the Portuguese.7! 
Other times cartazes were taken by most Indian traders, and 
honored by most Portuguese captains. In 1555 a fleet took 
four ships carrying spices, one of them being a Turkish vessel 
and so doubly forbidden, but 21 ships from Gujarat were 
inspected. All had cartazes, were allowed to proceed, except 
for one with eight Turks on board whose was confiscated and 
sold in Hurmuz.?2 

These incidents show is that the Portuguese were not act- 
ing in a vacuum. They had to conciliate powerful Indian 
rulers and traders and think not just of ideological hatred of 
Muslims but also of the way these Muslim traders could 
increase Portuguese customs revenues. While in theory the 
Portuguese exercised a total monopoly of the spice trades, in 
other areas they sometimes had to give a little. In the late 
1580s the sultan of Golconda made an agreement with the 
Portuguese. He was to send a ship with 300 candis of rice to 
a Portuguese fort, at first in Sri Lanka, later in Melaka. In 
return he, like the sultan of Bijapur, got cartazes for ships 
bound for Jiddah and Mocha.73 In 1543 the two talukas to the 
north and south of the small Portuguese territory of Goa, that 
is Bardes and Salcette, were ceded to them by the ruler of 
Bijapur. In return the Portuguese had to allow him to trade 
to the Red Sea. Duties had to be paid in Goa but the trade 
was allowed, and we must assume that many pilgrims were 
on board. 74 In the early seventeenth century the powerful de 
facto ruler of Ahmadnager, Malik Ambar, had two cartazes 
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each year for the Red Sea.75 

Similarly in Malabar, where again in the 1540s the 
Portuguese were dependent on local traders and rulers for a 
host of services. Again they had to be conciliated by being 
allowed to trade to the Red Sea, with cartazes.76 In 1546 and 
1547 a Cannanor notable wrote to the Portuguese governor, 
mentioning among other things that his ships had arrived 
from Jiddah and Mocha.” As K.S. Mathew notes, this 
licensed trade presumably led to much smuggling of illegal 
pepper, and so this Portuguese tolerance of trade to the Red 
Sea inevitably contributed to the revival of the spice trade via 
the Middle East to Europe.’8 The smuggling was made easi- 
er by the fact that the patrol to the Red Sea seems to have 
been given up around 1570.79 In 1605 the king complained to 
the viceroy that the king of Cochin, and other Malabar and 
Kanara rulers, were using the concession of the cartazes to 
send pepper and other prohibited items to the Red Sea.80 

The necessity for the Portuguese to conciliate local rulers 
was seen most clearly in their relations with the most pow- 
erful ruler of sixteenth-century India, Akbar, the ruler of the 
great Mughal empire. They were well aware of his formida- 
ble military capacity. Once he took Gujarat, in 1572, he 
became a neighbor of the vital Portuguese forts in Diu and 
Daman; Gujarat was also the most important area for 
Portuguese trade. The Portuguese rightly feared that if 
Akbar could stop their trade if he wanted to, and probably 
also take their forts, which would be unable to receive help by 
the sea during the three months (June to September) of the 
southwest monsoon. And even if they could have held out, 
they were still vulnerable, as a Jesuit letter of 1600 gloomily 
noted: “we remain surrounded by him, and although it is not 
possible for him to take our cities and forts by arms, never- 
theless if he takes the places from where we get our provi- 
sions it would be our certain end, which God not permit, 
because then we would have no other refuge except Ceylon 
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There had been a temporary problem in 1572-3 as Akbar 
conquered Gujarat. He seemed to be inclined to conquer the 
Portuguese territory of Daman also, but then he drew back. 
According to the Portuguese he did not want a rupture, but 
rather wanted peace so that his ships could trade freely to the 
Red Sea, and so that his mother and other élite women could 
visit “the tomb of Muhammad [sic].” So peace was restored, 
and he was given one cartaz a year on which he did not have 
to pay duties for a voyage to the Red Sea.82 This turned out 
to be a very expensive Portuguese concession, for the mer- 
chants of Gujarat seized the opportunity and loaded all their 
most valuable goods on this ship in Jiddah, thus avoiding 
paying duties to the Portuguese on them. On their own ships 
they sent back less valuable commodities.83 Nevertheless, the 
Portuguese felt they had no choice but to accept this unsatis- 
factory state of affairs, for Akbar was too threatening to risk 
alienating. 

For his part, Akbar at times complained of the Portuguese 
and their depredations and their control over the pilgrim 
traffic, but these complaints seem to have been designed 
mostly to paint him as a valiant defender of Islam; certainly 
they led to no effective action from him. In 1580 he put it 
about that he was determined to capture the Portuguese 
ports, “in order to remove the Faringis who were a stumbling- 
block in the way of pilgrims to the Hijaz,” and six years later 
he floridly informed the ruler of Uzbekistan that he wanted 
to “undertake the destruction of the Feringhi infidels who 
have come to the islands of the ocean, and have lifted up the 
head of turbulence and stretched out the hand of oppression 
upon the pilgrims to the holy places. May God increase their 
glory! They have become a great number and are stumbling 
blocks to the pilgrims and traders.”84 

The political results of the Portuguese presence in the 
Arabian Sea in the sixteenth century were then variable and 
certainly, never got near to blocking either trade to the Red 
Sea or the pilgrim traffic. Their weakness made it impossible 
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for them to enforce fully the more hotheaded recommenda- 
tions of the clerics. All this makes something of a contrast 
with another political influence on the hajj, that is, the atti- 
tudes of the Mughal emperors to this traffic. 
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ughal emperors varied greatly in their attitude 

toward Islam, but all of them, whether for reasons 

of piety or policy, found it valuable to have the rep- 
utation of being a staunch defender of Islam, and a patron of 
the Holy Places. Copying the Qur’an in one’s own hand and 
sending the copy off to Mecca was a popular practice. An 
ancestor of the dynasty, who ruled in Ghazni in the mid- 
eleventh century, “was a just and devout king, and used to 
write each year a Quran with his own hand and despatch it 
to the holy city of Mekka.”! Babur, first of the Mughals, 
devised his own (quickly forgotten) script, copied the Qur’an 
in it, and presented the manuscript to the rulers of Mecca. It 
does not seem that Babur was especially pious, however. 
After his victory in 1526 he engaged in routine giving of pre- 
sents to all and sundry. His relatives did very well indeed, 
including those back home in Samargand, and in a rather off- 
hand way the chronicle also records that “To holy men 
belonging to Samarkand and Khurasan went offerings vowed 
to God; so too to Makka and Medina... ”? 

The ultra-pious Sultan Muzaffar II (r. 1511-26) tran- 
scribed the Qur'an every year and sent copies to Mecca and 
Medina. According to another account, he sent two copies of 
the Qur'an transcribed by his own hand in gold water to 
Mecca and Medina, and made a special annual grant to pro- 
vide for the upkeep of the books and the maintenance of those 
who used the copies for recitation. Every day he transcribed 
a passage from the Qur'an in the nashkh style. In the second 
half of the seventeenth century the long-lived Mughal emper- 
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or Aurangzeb emulated this practice.* Muzaffar also con- 
structed a hospice in Mecca, that consisted of a school, a place 
for the distributing water to pilgrims and other buildings, 
and set aside endowments for the maintenance of teachers 
and students. He provided a vessel to carry poor pilgrims to 
Mecca free of charge and covered all their expenses on the 
voyage, so that they could spend all their own money on char- 
ity for the poor of the Holy Cities.5 A variant on this contem- 
porary Persian text claims that the giving of land grants to 
religious specialists had a political purpose too. The neigh- 
boring, and hostile, sultan of Malwa said it would be difficult 
to conquer Gujarat for there “much land is held on religious 
tenures. There is no district nor village in which there is not 
land endowed on religious institutions or as pensions to reli- 
gious men or officers, and this constitutes an army without 
horses and riders that like the stars is ever wakeful.”® A suc- 
cessor of Muzaffar as ruler of Gujarat, Sultan Mahmud II 
(r. 1587-54), was similarly pious and generous. He reserved 
the revenues of some villages near Cambay as wagf, to be dis- 
tributed in the Holy Cities, and in Mecca built various reli- 
gious buildings.” In the early fifteenth century rulers of 
Bengal did exactly the same.8 So too the ruler of Golconda, 
where in the 1620s “the King sends yeerely a proportion of 
rice as an almes to be distributed amongst the pilgrimes 
which resort to Mecha and Medina, where their prophet 
Mahomet’s shrine is visited with much devotion.” 9 

The centrality of Mecca for Muslim rulers in India is then 
easy to demonstrate. It can be seen also in the way in which 
the main port through which pilgrims passed, the great 
Gujarati port of Surat, was identified by various epithets 
which indicated the port’s symbolic importance to India’s 
Muslims. It was the Bab-ul-Mecca, the Gateway of Mecca, or 
the Bandar-i mubarak, the blessed port, or the “auspicious 
harbor” of Surat, or, most significantly, “the door to the House 
of God.” 

We noted in the last chapter that Akbar was anxious to 
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avoid a break with the Portuguese in part so that he could 
send off some of his women on pilgrimage. A surprisingly 
large number of élite Muslim women made the pilgrimage 
from India in our period, and in all cases they were copious- 
ly supported and helped by their male relatives. One of the 
first was Bega Begam, wife of one of Humayun’s nobles, who 
later became Humayun’s widow, and was known appropri- 
ately as Haji Begam. 

More famous was Gulbadan Begam, a daughter of Babur. 
Akbar began to make arrangements for his aunt’s hajj in 
1575. In 1576 he heard that rumor had it that the journey 
was no longer a safe one because of Portuguese depredation. 
A top noble was sent to reassure the intending hajjis; finally, 
two ships set off with Gulbadan Begam, ten other ladies, and 
various royal officials.l0 Akbar gave her lavish expenses and 
also provided expenses and provisions “to all pious men and 
fagirs and soldiers that had the intention of making the pil- 
grimage.” 1 Arriving in Mecca after an adventurous voyage, 
the party stayed some years, doing four hajjs and numerous 
umrahs. So lavishly were they provided with alms that indi- 
gents from the Hijaz, Syria, and Asia Minor all swarmed to 
Mecca to get a share of the bounty.!2 Badaoni claims they 
went to the important shia shrines of Karbala, Qum, and 
Mashhad, as well as Mecca.!3 They returned with various 
curiosities and some Arab servants after an adventurous 
journey which in total lasted seven years, from 1576 to 
1582.14 

Deccani Muslim rulers also made it possible for their 
women to make the pilgrimage. In 1640 the ruler of Golconda 
sent the ladies of his court to Iran to see the shia shrines, and 
then go on to Mecca. They traveled by sea from Golconda to 
Bandar Abbas, and in Persia were given all assistance by the 
Shah, their fellow shia. They got to Najaf and the tomb of Ali, 
and Karbala and the tombs of Hasan and Hussein, but the 
road to Mecca was blocked by war.!5 Twenty years later the 
Dowager Queen of Bijapur undertook a series of hajjs; four in 
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all according to Manucci.!6 English records tell us that she 
went off to the Red Sea on a small Dutch vessel in 1661, 
reaching Mocha in March.” They must then have cooled their 
heels for some months, as Dhu al-Hijja this year began only 
at the end of July. Portuguese records, however, note the sale 
in March 1663 of a ship to the Queen Mother of Bijapur, who 
wanted to go to Mecca in it.18 It was probably during the hajj 
journey on this occasion that she was sighted by Tavernier in 
Ispahan, where she was visiting the shia shrines.19 

As we would expect, the majority of Muslim Indian hajjis 
in our period were men. Among the élite, the pilgrimage was 
undertaken for a variety of reasons. Piety was no doubt often 
a motive, or at least one of several. But many Indian Muslim 
rulers found that sending nobles and others off on hajj was 
an acceptable way to get rid of people whose presence was no 
longer desired at court, and to punish those who had failed. 
Given the centrality of the hajj, it was difficult for a noble to 
refuse the “opportunity” to make such a pilgrimage; on the 
other hand, a request to be allowed to go on hajj was one that 
a ruler would normally not want to refuse. Yet apparently few 
wanted to go except perhaps the very pious. In these very 
personalized courts, access to the centre, to the emperor, was 
crucial. Indeed, how close one got physically was important, 
a very public affirmation of one’s standing or lack of it. And 
to be denied access to court was a humiliation. To go off to 
Mecca, on a journey lasting probably at least a year, and 
often longer, was in political terms at least a grave punish- 
ment, and one from which it was difficult to recoup one’s 
fortunes. 

All sorts of misbehavior could lead to this sort of exile dis- 
guised as an opportunity to fulfill a religious obligation. In 
Akbar’s reign a rather turbulent noble, Mozaffar Khan, fell 
out of favor after he lost his temper playing a game at court. 
He “behaved in a savage and rustic manner,” and as a result 
Akbar “cast him off from the pinnacle of confidence and sent 
him on pilgrimage in order that by playing the game of unim- 
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portance and exile, his unsound condition might be amend- 
ed.”20 In this case the threat was enough. His behavior pre- 
sumably became less rustic and he was pardoned and not 
required to go.2! Around this same time, two important reli- 
gious leaders at court had been quarreling publicly for some 
time. Finally, Akbar sent them off on hajj in 986AH (1578-9); 
apparently while they became reconciled during the journey. 
Soon after another noble was so tactless as to oppose the 
influence of the rising star Abul Fazl and his defeat was pub- 
licly revealed when he was sent off to Mecca.22 

Indeed going off on hajj was often the choice offered to 
the vanquished. For a new ruler, it was much more accept- 
able merely to exile defeated opponents to Mecca, rather than 
risk public opprobrium by killing them. In the late fourteenth 
century a puppet sultan in the Bahmani kingdom became 
vulnerable when his controller was killed. The ex-sultan, 
however, was merely allowed to move off to Mecca.23 
Humayun had constant trouble with his relatives and sent 
them off to Mecca as he consolidated his power. Askari, after 
a final display of disloyalty, was allowed to go to Mecca, but 
he died on the way. Kamran, after several false starts, final- 
ly was blinded and sent off in 1553. He did four hajjs and died 
in Mecca in 1557.24 Akbar’s guide Bairam Khan was involved 
in two similar incidents. In 1556, as he consolidated his influ- 
ence over the young emperor, an opponent, Mir Asghar 
Munshi, was exiled to Mecca and returned only in 1560.25 
Once Akbar became exasperated with his teacher’s overbear- 
ing behavior. This time Bairam Khan himself was given 
money and allowed to go off to Mecca, but he was killed as a 
result of a private quarrel in Gujarat before he could embark. 
A Gujarati sufi associated with the ruler of independent 
Gujarat, Bahadur, discreetly moved off to Mecca after his 
patron was defeated by the Mughals in 1536.26 Another reli- 
gious leader similarly was rusticated for his opinions. An 
important qazi under Aurangzeb, the Qazi ul-Quzzat, often 
clashed with the emperor. The last straw came when he 
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declared the invasion of Bijapur and Golconda to be illegal. 
He was allowed to resign and go to Mecca. 27 

There are then numerous examples of both religious and 
political figures at court losing favor and, going off on hajj 
voluntarily or otherwise. Nobles who did badly could be sent 
off. A noble asked to be allowed to go to Mecca after losing a 
battle in 1563. He wrote to Akbar that “he had not the face to 
come to the sublime threshold. He hoped that he would be 
allowed to go to Mecca, in order that he might in that holy 
land cleanse himself of his offences, and then come and kiss 
the threshold.” Akbar, however, refused to let him leave.28 In 
1102 AH (1690-91) Abu al-Khayr performed poorly against 
the Marathas, and finally was relieved of his mansab and 
Jagir and sent off to Mecca.2? Around this same time anoth- 
er noble fell out with Aurangzeb, and similarly lost all his 
property and entitlements and was sent off on hajj; subse- 
quently, however, he was pardoned.3º As another variant, a 
noble would ask permission to go on hajj merely as a sub- 
terfuge, in order to escape the confines of the court, and once 
away either join a rebel or himself raise a rebellion. Such a 
request was, of course, very difficult to refuse, for it would 
mean a noble’s right to undertake a prime obligation of his 
religion was being denied him.31 

In Jahangir's reign a famous Persian doctor at court, 
Hakim Sadra Masihu-z-zaman, had the misfortune to fall out 
with the emperor. Jahangir records in his Memoirs that 
although he was very ill, “That ungrateful man, in spite of 
the claims which I had on him, though he saw me in such a 
state, did not give me medicines or treat me. Notwithstand- 
ing that I distinguished him beyond all the physicians who 
were waiting on me, he would not undertake my cure... . As 
there was no help for it, I gave them all up, and weaning my 
heart from all visible remedies, gave myself up to the 
Supreme Physician. As drinking alleviated my sufferings, I 
took to it in the daytime, contrary to my habit, and gradual- 
ly I carried this to excess.”32 Apparently the hakim realized 
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the emperor was displeased, for suddenly “he asked for leave 
to undertake a journey to the Hijaz, and make a pilgrimage 
to the holy house. Inasmuch as at all times and under all cir- 
cumstances the reliance of this suppliant is on the Lord, that 
needs no return, and the gracious Creator, I gave him leave 
with an open brow. Though he had all kinds of things [for the 
Journey] I made him a present of Rs.20,000 in aid of his 
expenses ...”33 So he moved off on pilgrimage, but on the 
way back in 1623 had the misfortune to be captured by the 
English.34 He must have done another hajj, in 1632, return- 
ing four years later. He came back via Basra, where he 
acquired forty high quality Arab horses.35 

The Hijaz was also a popular place of refuge for defeated 
nobles and aspirants to the throne. In 1535 the ruler of 
Gujarat, Bahadur Shah, was hard pressed by Humayun, and 
so he sent off a noble called Asaf Khan with his treasury and 
harem to Mecca. They remained there after Bahadur’s death 
in 1537. Asaf Khan returned home only in 1548; the fate of 
the women and treasure seems to be unrecorded.3¢ Similarly, 
in 1587, a rebel against Akbar moved off to Mecca after being 
defeated.3’ In 1659 Shah Shuja lost the struggle for the suc- 
cession to Aurangzeb, and decided to try and escape from 
Arakan and take refuge in Mecca;38 he was killed before he 
could leave. 

There was often an implication that a hajj would bring a 
man to his senses or cure his evil behavior. In fact, however, 
the actual experience had diverse results. In Shah Jahan’s 
reign Sayyid Mansur Khan Barah behaved very erratically, 
and was several times imprisoned; he was considered to have 
an “evil” nature. Finally, he was sent off to Gujarat “in order 
that he might proceed from there to holy Mecca and offer ret- 
ribution for his ill deeds, in the hope that this might change 
his unbecoming habits into praiseworthy actions.” In fact, 
this noble did do better, subsequently.39 

But sometimes the experience had a strictly non-uplifting 
effect. Several Mughal pilgrims were so extensively fleeced 
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by the people and rulers of Mecca that they lost their faith, 
or, at least, tended towards less orthodox Islam. The sharifs 
did very well as rulers of the Hijaz. In the first half of the fif- 
teenth century their very wide claims were accepted, and 
apparently continued to be observed thereafter. They 
received one-quarter of the value of all ships wrecked on their 
coast, one-quarter of the value of all gifts sent from abroad 
“for the people of Mecca,” and one-tenth of all imported goods, 
including one-tenth of all cargo on all Indian ships bound for 
Jiddah.4° Despite this, they greedily continued to accept 
bribes and fleece pilgrims. In the 1580s Sultan Khwaja had 
been made Mir Hajj, the official in charge of the state-spon- 
sored hajj party. He took with him a numerous party of 
courtiers, and also Rs.600,000 and 12,000 robes of honor to 
distribute to the people of Mecca. But he was mercilessly 
fleeced in Mecca and on his return joined the Divine Faith, 
that is, Akbar’s mildly unorthodox syncretic sect.41 The case 
of Akbar’s foster brother, Mirza Aziz Koka, is quite well 
known. In the 1590s he fell out with the emperor, and set off 
on hajj, accompanied by six sons, six daughters, and about 
100 attendants.* His intention was to stay in the Holy Cities 
indefinitely, but he soon became fed up with Mecca. It seems 
that his life there was made difficult by the sharifs. These 
men were in receipt of a regular pension from Akbar, and 
were instigated to harass the Mirza. Badaoni records the 
result: he returned from Mecca “where he had suffered much 
harm at the hands of the Sharifs, and throwing away the 
blessing which he had derived from the pilgrimage, joined 
immediately on his return the Divine Faith.” 43 

Aurangzeb may have been the most lavish of the Mughals 
in terms of this patronage, and indeed he has a considerable 
reputation for being the most pious and orthodox of the 
dynasty. He complained bitterly of the way European pirates 
attacked merchants and pilgrims as they proceeded to the 
Red Sea, concluding firmly that “Moderation will not work. 
Severity and harshness are required.”44 He tried to get help 
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from the European trading companies and also the Arabs of 
Mascat, but with very little success.45 And, just as we saw in 
the last chapter the secular Portuguese sometimes were not 
as anti-Muslim as the clerics wanted, so also at times all the 
Mughals were forced to moderate their concern for the hajj by 
considerations of realpolitik. Orthodox theologians at court 
complained of the shia Safavids blocking the hajj from India, 
and even said a pilgrimage which involved travel through 
Persia was invalid. But the Mughals never brought up this 
matter in their many embassies and letters to the Safavids. 
According to Farooqi, the reason was that the Mughals need- 
ed to keep Persia strong so it would block the main threat to 
India from the northwest, the Uzbeks. This took priority over 
complaining of Safavid harassment of pilgrims.4é 

In any case, even Aurangzeb was not entirely captive to 
the prestige of Mecca. Early in his reign he was concerned, no 
doubt for both political and religious reasons, to stand out as 
a champion of the faith. He was well aware that many con- 
sidered him to be a usurper and were disgusted by his treat- 
ment of his father and brothers. He was anxious then to get 
recognition of his position from the very prestigious sharif of 
Mecca, and late in 1659 sent to the Holy Cities presents 
worth the considerable sum of Rs.6,60,000. However, accord- 
ing to Manucci the authorities at Mecca stood on their digni- 
ty and refused these presents, pointing out more or less cor- 
rectly that Aurangzeb could not be the legitimate ruler of 
Mughal India while his father was still alive.47 However, not 
too much should be made either of the size of the presents or 
their rejection in Mecca. In order to gain recognition, 
Aurangzeb, spent a total of Rs.70,00,000 in 1661-7 on pre- 
sents to various foreign kings,$ so that the sum sent to 
Mecca in 1659 was actually quite small.49 As to the second 
point, Manucci claimed that the sharifs soon regretted their 
hasty rejection of valuable presents, for Indian Muslims had 
always been major milk cows for them. Soon they tried to 
revive their previous practice, which was to send small, but 


115 


PILGRIMAGE TO MECCA 


very holy, presents, some apparently of dubious authenticity, 
and to expect major and valuable cash gifts in return. “The 
Sharif of Mecca in particular used to send his agents to the 
Delhi court every year with the object of levying contribu- 
tions in the name of the Prophet... .”5° 

Disillusionment seems to have set in quite early. 
According to Manucci, in 1665 an envoy from Mecca, Sidi 
Yahya, brought 14 Arab horses and “a broom that had been 
used to sweep the tomb of Muhammad [sc. for the Ka’ba] and 
with it a little of the dust . . . Aurangzeb received these 
ambassadors and their presents with great consideration,” 
but did not reciprocate very fully, so that they returned with 
“more in the nature of honour than of presents.”5! It was 
apparently this embassy which Bernier described in the fol- 
lowing unflattering terms. He noted that an embassy came 
from the “Cherif of Meca, and the presents that accompanied 
this embassage consisted of a small number of Arabian hors- 
es, and a besom [small broom] which had been used for 
sweeping out the small chapel [sc. for the Ka'ba] situated in 
the centre of the great Mosque at Meca . . . Little or no 
respect was paid to... these diplomatists. Their equipage 
was so miserable that every one suspected they came merely 
for the sake of obtaining money in return for their presents, 
and of gaining still more considerable sums by means of the 
numerous horses, and different articles of merchandise, 
which they introduced into the kingdom free of all duty, as 
property belonging to ambassadors.” They also were entitled 
to take Indian goods out of India duty free.52 

Despite this lack of respect, the sharifs seem to have 
decided to keep up this profitable (for them) exchange. In 
1668 another Meccan envoy was given permission to leave 
and took with him a robe, Rs.9,000, and a horse with silver 
trappings. Three years later a Meccan envoy brought two 
Arab horses, and a silver sword belt, and got in return a jew- 
eled dagger, Rs.10,000, two valuable coins, and Rs.20,000 for 
the sharif. In 1674 yet another envoy took with him Rs.5,000, 
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in 1685 a robe and Rs.2,000, and a year later a robe, a dag- 
ger, a horse and Rs.3,000.53 What we notice is that the pre- 
sents were getting smaller and smaller. Aurangzeb became 
increasingly fed up with the unequal exchange, especially as 
his presents were meant to be allocated as charity in Mecca, 
but were being kept by the sharifs for themselves. Aurangzeb 
circumvented them, and sent his gifts to mendicants and 
scholars in the Holy Cities through his own agents, rather 
than trusting the sharifs to do this distribution. He wrote to 
his wazir late in his reign that “The Sharif of Mecca, having 
heard of the great wealth of India, sends an envoy every year 
for making his own gain. The money that I send there is 
meant for the poor and not for him.” 54 The most obvious sign 
of his disillusionment was the way in which in the early 
1680s he kept a Meccan embassy waiting for some years. 
Failing to get an audience, it “proceeded in despair and dud- 
geon to Achin [Aceh], whence it returned home laden with 
rich booty.”55 We may note also that the successor states to 
the Mughals in the eighteenth century continued this patron- 
age, in part no doubt to establish their legitimacy. Thus the 
ruler of Bengal in 1737, Shuja ud-din Khan, received a rep- 
resentative of “the Meccan ulama” and he and his courtiers 
gave him at least Rs.162,000. This envoy also received dona- 
tions from the Muslim community in Bengal.56 

So much for the élite and their various experiences with 
Mecca and the pilgrimage. It is a pity that our sources tell us 
so much about them, and so little about the vast majority of 
pilgrims, who were poor devout people, and for whom the hajj 
was the experience, often the culmination, of a lifetime. Many 
of these pilgrims were helped on their way by the state. While 
we have no records of either Babur or Humayun doing this, 
Sher Shah apparently did provide passage both ways and 
support for pilgrims, as one would expect from a newly estab- 
lished ruler.5” He also hoped that once he had completed his 
conquest of north India he would then be able to get the 
Ottomans to ally with him in an attack on the Safavids, who 
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were hindering the hajj.58 In the early sixteenth century 
Muzaffar II of Gujarat provided both ships and sustenance, 
so that the pilgrims could use all their own money for chari- 
table giving in Mecca.5% In the 1580s the ruler of Golconda 
also did this. Indeed, like the Mughals and the rulers of 
Bijapur he was prepared to conciliate the Portuguese in order 
to be allowed to do this. The agreement was that Golconda 
was to send a ship with 300 candis of rice to a Portuguese 
area, and in return get cartazes for the Red Sea.® But as with 
all these other state-sponsored ships, the motive was not only 
religious. Subrahmanyam tells us that in the case of 
Golconda the decision was to “send every year a large ship 
from Masulipatnam to the Red Sea, which would fly the 
Sultan’s flag. These ships, constructed at the Godavari yard 
of Narsapur Pattai, were frequently of 600 tons burthen, if 
not larger still. They were to perform three roles: first, to 
exploit the Middle East market for north Coromandel tex- 
tiles, while at the same time enabling gold and silver to be 
imported direct from the Red Sea ports; second, of permitting 
the Sultan to have alms distributed annually in his name at 
Mecca; and third, of ensuring the easy passage not only of pil- 
grims on the Hajj, but of immigrants from the Middle East to 
Golconda.” 61 

Akbar’s role was more complex. He has often been pre- 
sented by Westerners as an apostate from Islam, or at least 
as a very free-thinking Muslim. These critics seem to ignore 
the considerable degree of flexibility in Islam; far from being 
totally rigid and intolerant, as they would like us to believe, 
there was and is quite large scope for diversity and heterodox 
opinion. It seems that Akbar never did anything which could 
be considered unlslamic, except perhaps by the ultra-ortho- 
dox. Certainly he inquired into all religions, but he also stood 
out often as a patron of Islam, and of the hajj. In 1576 when 
he heard that pilgrims were being put off by stories of 
Portuguese depredations, he took steps to reassure intending 
hajjis, and more generally he fulminated against the 
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Portuguese because he claimed they were blocking the pil- 
grimage.s2 

It seems that the acquisition of Gujarat in 1572-3 made 
possible a much more direct and important Mughal concern 
for and patronage of the pilgrimage. Local officials in Gujarat 
were often given jobs designed to help pilgrims. The father of 
the author of the Arabic History of Gujarat was appointed by 
Akbar to administer the wagfs in Gujarat which were dedi- 
cated to Mecca and Medina, and his son’s job was to carry the 
money from there to the Holy Cities. In the seventeenth 
century the job of the sadr in Surat was to distribute state 
endowments to places of worship, to Islamic educational 
institutions, and to finance indigent but pious pilgrims so 
that they could do the hajj.6 Early in the eighteenth centu- 
ry we hear of the Surat official whose job it was to supervise 
the annual gifts which the Mughal emperor sent to Mecca. In 
1704 a Dutch ship returned from the Red Sea, and among the 
passengers was “Nurul Haq, the censor of public morals at 
Ahmadabad, who had carried the annual Mughal donations 
to Mecca... ”65 

More directly important was the way Akbar and his suc- 
cessors financed the hajj for poor pilgrims. This began in 
earnest in the 1570s, after the acquisition of Gujarat, and 
despite the now discredited orthodox objections that the hajj 
was no longer binding as it could only be done through shia 
Persia or by sea with the permission of the infidel 
Portuguese. As the chronicler-cum-panegyrist tells us, 
Akbar now decided that “every year one of the attendants of 
the threshold should be appointed to the post of Mir Haji; and 
a caravan should be sent from Hindustan like the caravans of 
Egypt and Syria. This resolution was carried into effect, and 
every year, a number of men of enlightened minds . . . 
received provisions and the expenses of the journey, from the 
public treasury, and went with the Mir Haj by way of the 
ports of Gujarat, and reached that sacred land. Up to the 
time of the rising of the Sun of this Sovereign, no other 
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monarch had attained to such an honour and grandeur, that 
he should send a caravan from Hindustan to Mecca the 
revered, and should remove the custom of need from the poor 
of that honoured place.”6’ An alternative, and slightly less 
positive, version is given by the more orthodox Badaoni. In 
982 AH (1574-5) “it became an established practice for five or 
six years that one of the nobles of the Court was made Leader 
of the pilgrims, and a general permission was given to the 
people, so that at great public expense, with gold and goods 
and rich presents, the Emperor sent them on a pilgrimage to 
Mecca, but this was afterwards abandoned.” 68 

While it lasted this was a major enterprise. In 984 AH 
(1576-7) the Mir Hajj was given Rs.600,000 in money and 
goods to distribute to the people of Mecca and Medina, and 
the expenses of all who wanted to do the hajj were met by the 
state.69 Next year, in 985 AH (1577-8), Mir Abu Turab Wali 
was made Mir Hajj, and he got Rs.500,000 and 10,000 khilats 
[robes of honor] to distribute. Again many people were subsi- 
dized to make the pilgrimage, and Akbar also sent presents 
to the sharifs: “To the sharifs of that land— who had always 
sent presentations, and the rarities of the country—there 
were sent a lac of rupees and splendid goods.”7º Here cer- 
tainly there was a political admixture, for we noted that 
these subsidies to the rulers of the Holy Cities meant that 
they kept an eye on, and if requested harassed, nobles from 
India who were in Mecca. It was this party of 1577 which 
brought back from Mecca a stone purportedly bearing an 
impression of the foot of the Prophet; Akbar treated this relic 
with ostentatious veneration. We have records of this lavish 
patronage continuing for at least another four years, for as 
late as 989 AH (1581-2) a noble was sent to Mecca with 
Rs.500,000 for presents.71 Nor was it only Akbar who engaged 
in this support. At least one of his top nobles, the pious 
Abdur-Rahim, set aside three of his own ships, the “Rahimi,” 
the “Karimi,” and the “Salari” to transport pilgrims; he paid 
the crew himself, and provided maintenance for the pilgrims. 
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The “Rahimi” and the “Salari” both weighed in at a very large 
1500 tons, according to a detailed survey by the English mer- 
chant Saris.72 

This sort of state support was continued in the seven- 
teenth century. Jahangir tells us nothing in his Memoirs of 
any general support, though we noted above an instance 
where he helped an individual noble. Shah Jahan, however, 
perhaps regularly sent charity to Mecca, appointing a Mir 
Hajj to convey the money and act as leader of the pilgrims.73 
This support seems to have increased under Aurangzeb. 
Early in his reign Manucci wrote of two royal ships in the Red 
Sea, with faqirs and lords and ladies of Hindustan on board. 
They returned to India with these passengers and a valuable 
cargo.’* Tavernier also noted these two ships, which traveled 
to the Red Sea each year, and carried passengers free of 
charge. Fakirs came from all over India to sail on them. Trade 
items were also sent on them, and the profits were given in 
charity to poor pilgrims. All the main members of 
Aurangzeb’s harem, and other notables, sent considerable 
donations to Mecca.75 The nakhoda on these great ships was 
a mansabdar, and a person of considerable importance and 
self-esteem.76 It appears that later in his reign Aurangzeb 
decided to send more. John Fryer, commenting sourly as 
usual and in an “Orientalist” mode, wrote that “The Emperor 
also has four great Ships in Pay always, to carry Pilgrims to 
Moecha on free Cost and bring them back from Hodge, where 
they prove a Crew of sanctified Varlets.”77 Finally, we must 
note that, as with most human endeavors, motives could be 
mixed. Qazvini, the author of our best account of a contem- 
porary Mughal pilgrimage, was paid to go on hajj by his 
patroness, Zaibunnisa [Zeb un-Nisa], the daughter of 
Aurangzeb. In return he dedicated his account, the “Anis ul 
hujjaj,” to her.78 Similarly, profit both for patron and pilgrim 
was sometimes involved, and we must now turn to a discus- 
sion of the vexed matter of the “hajj market.” 
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Economic Dimensions of 
the Hajj: the Land Routes 


he next three chapters will investigate the connection 

between the hajj and economic activity in our period. 

We will first look at the received wisdom on this mat- 
ter, which sees a close connection between the two; it is 
claimed that Mecca was a great market place, that most pil- 
grims went to Mecca as much to trade as to observe the ritu- 
als of the hajj, and that the economy of large parts of India 
was dominated by the requirements of something called the 
“hajj market”. Contemporary evidence from the Middle East 
tends to show that the matter is not as clear as the standard 
accounts claim. To anticipate the main finding, what we have 
are two major markets in the Hijaz in the early modern peri- 
od. One was a “normal” market at the great port of Jiddah, 
its timing largely dictated by sailing seasons and in commer- 
cial terms by standard supply and demand factors. The other 
was at Mecca. Economically, this was a “freak” market. It 
lasted only a few days, and involved a range of unusual and 
specific goods. Its whole existence was a result not of com- 
mercial factors but of Mecca’s role as the focus of the annual 
pilgrimage. 

These three interlinked chapters then are to be seen as 
making contributions in three areas. First, they deal with the 
obvious matter of motivations for the pilgrimage. What role 
did economic factors play in encouraging people to go on hajj? 
Second, they seek to counter the mildly defamatory, or even 
blatantly hostile, tone of both contemporary and modern 
accounts, which in effect deny the religiosity of the pilgrims, 
and instead say, or at least imply, that they were only in it for 
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the money. Third, these chapters will, it is hoped, contribute 
to a better understanding of the location of markets, and of 
the organization and direction of a major trade route in early 
modern times, namely the one that connected the Indian 
Ocean area, more narrowly the Arabian Sea and especially 
India, with the Middle East, to the Mediterranean, and the 
burgeoning markets of early modern western Europe. These 
markets were part of an economy which by the end of our 
period was beginning to engulf the trades we are describing. 

The claim of a link between trade and religion, which in 
its extreme form finds that trade, not pilgrimage, was the 
motivation, has a long history. Godinho quoted a contempo- 
rary saying that the Cairo caravan went to Mecca “for abso- 
lution and for trade.”! Even the authority of the Encyclopedia 
of Islam can be enlisted. Its second edition (s.v. Hadjdj) said 
“To the religious, social and even political significance which 
such a gathering [that is, the hajj] has today, was added, 
until the eighteenth century, an economic aspect; then, at 
this time of the year, Mecca was the site of one of the great- 
est commercial fairs of the world in which were found the 
products of Europe, Arabia and the Indies.” 

Contemporary accounts seem to modify this depiction in 
quite important ways. First, however, we must establish that 
Islamic tradition does not in any way see a mixture of piety 
and profit as being negative. Quite the contrary; the two are 
usually linked, and this is not seen as detrimental nor in any 
way remarkable. As is well known, the Prophet himself was 
a trader, and a successful one, while standard accounts pre- 
sent Mecca in his time as an important center of trade. The 
nexus, and sometimes the tension, between trade and reli- 
gion is shown well in a crucial passage in the Qur’an: “O ye 
who believe! When the call is heard for the prayer of the day 
of congregation, haste unto remembrance of Allah and leave 
your trading. That is better for you if ye did but know. And 
when the prayer is ended, then disperse in the land and seek 
of Allah’s bounty, and remember Allah much, that ye may be 
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successful. But when they spy some merchandise or pastime 
they break away to it and leave thee [sc. the Prophet] stand- 
ing. Say: That which Allah hath is better than pastime and 
than merchandise, and Allah is the best of providers.”2 More 
specifically, and very importantly for our discussion, Martin 
notes that “The intention to engage in business with other 
pilgrims is lawful, especially if it is meant to help defray the 
costs of the journey.” The modern anthropologist Clifford 
Geertz notes nicely that “Mosque and market have been a 
natural pair over much of the Islamic world, paving one 
another’s way in the spread of a civilization interested equal- 
ly in this world and the next.” 

Even more relevant to our discussion, the Qur’an has sev- 
eral passages which speak approvingly of sea trade and mar- 
itime matters. The Prophet probably never himself traveled 
by sea, but the Qur’an is far from depicting an exclusively 
land-based society, let alone the old canard of “the religion of 
the desert.” As the Holy Book says, “And of His signs is this: 
He sendeth herald winds to make you taste His mercy, and 
that the ships may sail at His command, and that ye may 
seek His favour, and that haply ye may be thankful.” And 
again: “your Lord is He who driveth for you the ship upon 
the sea that ye may seek of His bounty.” or “Allah it is Who 
hath made the sea of service unto you that the ships may 
run thereon by His command, and that ye may seek of His 
bounty.”5 

As for any specific tie with the hajj, Serjeant wrote that 
pilgrims carried goods, “hadjdj wa-hadjah,” “pilgrimage and 
business,” as the Arab says.6 The great Islamicist S.D. 
Goitein similarly claimed that “Commerce and hajj became 
so intimately associated that a pilgrim was normally blessed 
with the formula: ‘May God accept your hajj, condone your 
sins and let you find a good market for your wares.”7 In this 
matter, as in many others, prelslamic practice continued to 
be influential. Goitein notes that “the Qur'an and popular 
belief regard the yearly pilgrimage to the Holy Places in the 
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environment of Mecca as an appropriate occasion for pros- 
perous business—again in conformity with the fact that in 
pagan times the yearly pilgrimages were also the season of 
the yearly fair.”8 

But to accept that a connection between trade and reli- 
gion was acceptable to the normative values of Islam, and 
that trade was not considered detrimental on the major reli- 
gious event of the pilgrimmage is not to say that Hijaz trade 
all went through Mecca. Our evidence shows that places 
other than Mecca were the major markets, and this is not 
surprising, for Jiddah and Mocha in particular offered better 
facilities and more amenable locations for trade. We will turn 
to this matter shortly, but first we must look at what actual- 
ly occurred as the vast hajj caravans from Cairo and 
Damascus made their way to Mecca. Here we are discussing 
primarily the land caravans which proceeded to the Hijaz 
each Muslim year. Their timings were very different from 
those governing the seaborne passage from India. This latter 
topic, our main concern, will be discussed fully in Chapter 7. 

Barbir in his exemplary study of Ottoman Damascus pro- 
vides a useful enumeration of trade connected with the hay). 
After noting that the subject has been very little studied so 
far, he suggests four kinds of trade: goods shipped with the 
hajj caravan; goods sold to pilgrims along the way by vil- 
lagers and beduin; goods sold to pilgrims by merchants who 
accompanied the caravan; and goods sold by the governor of 
Damascus in the Holy Cities for his own profit.” Our concern 
is with Mecca, but it should be noted that these hajj caravans 
were also important for the economies of the two cities 
whence they started, Cairo and Damascus. A Portuguese 
traveler confirmed in the 1520s in Cairothat the pilgrims 
bought all their provisions for the whole, one-hundred-day, 
journey there, and indeed spent a lot on show also.10 Modern 
accounts agree. Peters notes that “for the merchants of 
Damascus, Cairo, and all the stops along the way, the hajj 
was nothing short of a bonanza, as it would be later for their 
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counterparts in Mecca.” Gibb and Bowen wrote of how in 
Damascus and its surrounds “The furnishing of the multi- 
tude of pilgrims with the quantities of provisions required for 
a three month’s journey to and from Mecca, and of thousands 
of them with means of transport and camping materials, 
was, indeed, the foundation of the economic prosperity of 
Damascus during the Ottoman period.” 11 

What we find in many of the contemporary accounts of 
the actual caravans is a clear distinction between merchants 
and pilgrims. As was frequently noted, “the merchants join 
themselves to those [pilgrim] caravans.” In 1503 Varthema 
traveled on the pilgrim caravan from Damascus, and at one 
town the caravan had to delay three days, “that the mer- 
chants might provide themselves, by purchase, with as many 
horses as they required.”!2 Much later a Kashmiri pilgrim on 
the same route noted that some of the camels were “richly 
laden.” 13 A letter from 1781 from the Red Sea noticed “Large 
fleets of Arabian vessels are daily passing full of pilgrims 
going to Mecca, and merchandise . . . bound for Mocha and 
Juddah ...”!4 Puey Monçon around 1600 wrote how his party 
left Djerba, both hajjis and many merchants, to go to 
Alexandria. Just after they set sail they were struck by a 
storm, and “jettisoned in the sea many of the rich goods of the 
merchants, and also part of the provisions of the hajjis.”15 An 
account from the 1580s similarly made a distinction concern- 
ing the members of the caravans: “some mooved by devotion, 
and some for traffiques sake, and some to passe away the 
time.” 16 Varthema in Mecca itself described the people enter- 
ing as “some had come for the purposes of trade, and some on 
pilgrimage for their pardon .. .”!7 

A French account from the eighteenth century noted “A 
proverbial Turkish expression is, ‘both pilgrimage and reli- 
gion.’ In other words, the pilgrimage to Mecca serves two pur- 
poses at the same time, religion and business. One is often 
used as a pretext for the other because many people go to 
Mecca only to do business with the Persians, Indians and 
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Africans present there in great numbers at the time of 
Bairam (the day of Arafat) and spend part of their life mak- 
ing these journeys.” 18 In the twelfth century Ibn Jubayr, in 
his detailed account, distinguished clearly between travelers, 
wayfarers, pilgrims and merchants.!? Even the Portuguese in 
the sixteenth century tended to make clear that their pres- 
ence in the Arabian Sea constituted both economic and reli- 
gious threats to the Muslim powers. Thus Barros noted how 
within five years of the Portuguese arrival the rulers of the 
Middle East had had their trade severely disrupted, but even 
more important, the Portuguese were already at the entrance 
to the Red Sea and were threatening the passage of pil- 
grims.20 And the Dutch also made a distinction. In 1649 they 
intended to seize some Mughal ships in order to get redress 
for their grievances. The captains were told that once the 
Indian ships had been taken, they were to “take the 
Nachodas, merchants and seamen over in their [Dutch] 
ships, and keep them under good guard... . After we have 
got all, or most of the Moorish vessels into our hands, you 
shall take care to embark all the Facquiers, and other loose 
people [that is, pilgrims] in one ship, and to let them sail 
their ways where they please, they being not worth our 
keeping.” 21 

Merchants usually attached themselves to pilgrim cara- 
vans because they were more secure. The Ottomans saw it as 
a pious obligation to protect the caravans, so by joining them 
merchants got free protection from roving beduin and other 
robbers. Again the contemporary accounts make this quite 
clear. A well-informed Danish account noted in the caravans 
many “merchants, who think this the safest opportunity for 
the conveyance of their goods, and the most favourable for 
the sale of them;—purveyors of all sorts, who furnish the pil- 
grims with necessaries; and soldiers, paid by the caravan for 
escorting them. From this it happens, that many persons 
have seen Mecca several times, without ever visiting it upon 
any but views of interest.” Also included in the caravans, he 
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claimed, were some who had been paid to do the hajj on 
behalf of someone else, the benefit of which would accrue to 
the wealthy stay-at-homes.22 Modave in the 1770s described 
how Indian cloths were traded in the Red Sea, and added 
“The pilgrims of Mecca and especially the merchants and the 
agents who follow the caravans, also pay in silver . . . ”23 

A modern account claims that merchants accompanied 
the caravans from both Cairo and Damascus, but that appar- 
ently they bought their trade goods to sell to the pilgrims in 
Jiddah.24 Similarly, an account from around 1580 of the 
Cairo caravan of 40,000 mules and camels and 50,000 people 
wrote of “The marchants which followe the Caravan, some 
carry for marchandise cloth of silke, some Corall, some tinne, 
others wheat, rise, and all sorts of graine. Some sell by the 
way, some at Mecca, so that every one bringeth something to 
gaine by, because all marchandise that goeth by land payeth 
no custome, but that which goeth by sea is bound to pay 
tenne in the hundred.” The reference to “every one” is clear- 
ly to “every merchant,” for later he distinguishes between pil- 
grims, “which have little to loose” to robbers, and merchants 
who do.25 In 1727 another eye-witness noted how “With 
Hadge [caravan from Mecca] to Suez go dusts [?] of Cattel, 
Bakers and Botiques, so never want Provisions .. . ”26 

A century later Poncet agreed: “There come every year 
caravans from the Indies and from Turkey, in pilgrimage to 
Mecca. There are some very rich ones, for the merchants join 
themselves to those caravans, to convey their merchandice 
from the Indies into Europe and from Europe into the 
Indies.”27 And it must have been the presence of these mer- 
chants which made the pilgrim caravans so subject to attack 
by robbers, as is noted in virtually every account for our peri- 
od. Often, of course, merchants would also do the hajj. That 
is, they would do their trade either in Mecca, or more likely 
on the way at some bigger market, and then take the oppor- 
tunity to do the pilgrimage as well. In 1640 the English in 
Surat noted that cloths were dear this year, in part because 
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of the “large investments made in the severall places for 
divers great persons which this yeare voiage first to Mocha to 
vend theire goods and thence to Mecha to visit Mahometts 
shrine [sic].”28 Another contemporary account differentiated 
between exchange in Mecca and commerce in Jiddah: 
“Besides the cities of Mecca and Medina, to which the cara- 
vans annually bring the produce of distant countries, his [the 
sharif’s] revenues are considerably augmented by the com- 
merce, that is carried on with his ports of Yambo and Judda, 
by the vessels of Africa and India.” Nor indeed was the sharif 
only after gain, for “Whatever sanctity he may pretend to, or 
indifference to the concerns of this world, like other hyp- 
ocrites in religion, he prefers his own interest to that of his 
Maker; and uses his name as an instrument, to advance his 
own dignity and riches. The caravans, which professedly set 
out on a pious journey to Mecca, are more encouraged by this 
Pontiff for the sake of his own glory, than that of the Prophet; 
as the valuable goods they convey, and the high duties 
imposed upon the deluded merchants, sufficiently attest.” 29 
Thus there clearly were merchants in the caravans, or 
more likely traveling just behind the hosts of pilgrims. But 
the pilgrims also sometimes traded; that is, people who are to 
be seen as more pilgrim than merchant still sometimes ped- 
dled goods on the way. The Encyclopedia of Islam refers to 
this as an early version of a traveler’s check, and indeed this 
is an apt analogy. Gibb and Bowen noted “The connexion 
between the Pilgrimage to Mecca and petty commerce has 
always been very close in Islam. Practically all pilgrims chaf- 
fered their way to and from the Hijaz. Starting out with the 
merchandise of their native countries, they sold most of these 
on the journey and with the proceeds they purchased at 
Mecca the spices, pearls, and coffee of Arabia and the 
muslins, shawls and pepper imported from India, and dis- 
posed of these on their way home.”30 As food was needed, or 
taxes or transport charges were to be paid, pilgrims would 
sell some item they had brought with them, and so pay this 
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expense and continue their journey. It seems that the 109 pil- 
grims attacked by the Portuguese in the Red Sea in 1650 
were mostly carrying goods designed to pay their expenses.3! 
English records give a precise account of this sort of trade. A 
letter from Bantam in 1641 reported “At the request of the 
king of Bantam they have allowed nine of his people to 
embark in the Swan for Surat, on their way to Mecca, and to 
carry some cloves etc to provide for their expenses.” 32 
Similarly, the royally-sponsored ships from Golconda were 
“crowded with numerous pilgrims, and their small bundles of 
merchandise with which they hoped to finance their voy- 
age.”33 Richards and Moreland have also noted this sort of 
trade, but the former seems to see it as far more extensive 
and expensive than was really the case.3! No matter, the 
point is that this was a trade which was designed to make 
possible a religious experience, not a trade undertaken for its 
own sake and in order to make a profit. 

It is likely that a majority of people on the caravans, and 
indeed the ships, devoted to the hajj carried no goods at all, 
and had no economic motivations, not even those merely 
designed to make the journey possible. Many apparently 
brought with them their modest savings in order to finance 
their voyage and make an offering in Mecca. Niebuhr in 1763 
noticed in Jiddah a vast amount of small-denomination coins: 
“Pilgrims bring this abundance of small money into the coun- 
try, to defray their travelling expences, and the alms which 
they are obliged to bestow on their journey, and in the Holy 
City.”35 Terry observed on the great ship from Surat to Mocha 
1700 passengers, “the most of which number goe not for prof- 
it but out of devotion to visite the sepulchre of Mahomet at 
Medina neare Mecha [sic] .. . ”36 Later in the seventeenth 
century Ovington described the flourishing trade of Jiddah, 
and the many visiting merchants there, but he also noted the 
pilgrims, who far from trading set off at once to Mecca.37 

Late in the twelfth century Ibn Jubayr arrived in 
Alexandria in a caravan en route to Cairo and Mecca. The 
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sultan insisted on being paid customs duties on any goods, 
but “Most of them were on their way to discharge a religious 
duty and had nothing but the bare provisions for the jour- 
ney.” 38 His subsequent detailed account of the caravan makes 
no mention of trade; rather we get an overwhelming sense of 
devotion and piety. Nor does Ibn Battuta’s equally detailed 
description from the fourteenth century, apart from occasion- 
al mentions of the purchase of provisions.39 Even this was 
apparently a bit unusual, for several accounts make it clear 
that many pilgrims in fact tried to take with them from their 
starting point all the provisions they would need for the 
entire journey; a remarkable aim indeed given that many of 
them would be traveling for months, but one which appar- 
ently could be achieved. Ibn Jubayr again described the vast 
Iraqi caravan, traveling as a self-sufficient assemblage.4 
Late in the seventeenth century Pitts said pilgrims from 
North Africa “toucheth at Egypt, where they take in what 
provision will serve to Mecca and back again to Egypt.” “As 
to provision, they all bring sufficient with them, except it be 
of flesh, which they may have at Mecca; but as for all other 
provisions, as butter, honey, oil, olives, rice, bisket, etc., they 
bring with them as much as will last through the wilderness, 
forward and backward, as well as the time they stay at 
Mecca. As so for their camels they bring store of provender, 
etc., with them, for they meet with very little, if any, refresh- 
ment on the road.” In the Holy City pilgrims worked out if 
they had too much food for the return trip, and if they did 
they sold the excess in Mecca.4! A modern scholar similarly 
notes north African pilgrims stocking up in Cairo, with both 
food and goods, before setting off toward the Hijaz.42 And our 
Indian pilgrim, Qazvini, advised his readers to take their 
own food supplies, not only for the voyage to the Red Sea, but 
also enough to cover the stay in Mecca and Medina, and ide- 
ally also enough for the return voyage. This should be done in 
order to avoid scarcity and price fluctuations in the Holy 
Cities. He then appended a long list of suitable food and 
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drink.“ 

We can now summarize this matter of land trade. What 
we find is an extensive caravan trade all over the Middle 
East. Some of this trade went via Mecca though, as we noted, 
the merchants in the pilgrim caravans must be clearly dis- 
tinguished from the pilgrims. This caravan trade was the sec- 
tor of the early modern economy of the Middle East most 
severely affected by the Europeans; not the Portuguese in the 
sixteenth century, but the Dutch and English in the seven- 
teenth. This applies especially to the trade in spices to 
Europe, which from early in the seventeenth century was 
controlled by the Dutch East India Company in a much more 
effective way than had ever been achieved by the Portuguese 
in the previous century.“ 

The final general point to be made is that it was at least 
possible for these caravans to time their journeys to coincide 
with the hajj, for the camel caravans were of course not gov- 
erned, circumscribed, by the monsoons. Indeed, those cara- 
vans, in economic terms probably the least important ones, 
which were primarily hajj caravans, with a few merchants 
tagging along, did rigorously time their departure, whether 
from Damascus or Cairo, their journey, and their arrival in 
Mecca to ensure that the Holy City was reached early in Dhu 
al-Hıjja. They left again later in this month.45 

There were of course many other caravans traveling in 
the Middle East, and these can be distinguished from the hajj 
ones by the much smaller number of people involved. In 1771 
a caravan proceeding from Aleppo to Basra “consisted of thir- 
ty-three Christians, merchants and passengers, seven Jews 
[none of these of course would be found on a hajj caravan], 
and about twenty Turks, with Sheik Mahauson, our conduc- 
tor, and an escort of 240 Arab soldiers under his command. 
Fifty horses, thirty mules, and about twelve hundred camels, 
six hundred of which were laden with merchandize, chiefly 
belonging to the Christians and Jews; amounting in value to 
near three hundred thousand pounds sterling; the remainder 
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were either ridden, or loaded with provisions.” 6 

We have some data on the caravan trade from the 
Persian/Arabian Gulf to the eastern Mediterranean. A priest 
who traveled overland from India in the 1520s noted in 
Hurmuz a large number of Jews, Armenians, Turks and 
Venetians who took goods overland to Turkey and Europe, 
including spices and Christian slaves. Goods from India were 
carried in caravans of 6,000 and more camels to the 
Mediterranean.” This trade continued through the sixteenth 
century. A report from Venice in 1566 noted that they had 
heard from Aleppo that the road to Basra was open, and they 
awaited the arrival of 1,500 quintals of spices.48 Even in the 
1620s Basra was described as a place of great trade because 
of the large caravans which came from Aleppo.4? We must 
assume, following Steensgaard, that this was the Indian 
summer of this trade. 

Other caravans passed into or through the Hijaz region. 
Late in the seventeenth century a traveler was at a small 
town five or six days south of Jiddah. He noted many Muslim 
merchants, and a large camel caravan traffic carrying goods 
from there to Jiddah.5 In 1611 an English trader in Mocha 
saw the arrival of a large number of ships in the monsoon 
period of March to May. In the middle of this time, that is on 
April 17, “came into the Towne a great many Cammels and 
divers Merchants, which came from Damasco, Sues, and 
Mecca, to trade with the Merchants of India.” 5! As usual, this 
caravan was not tied to the time of the hajj, but rather to the 
time of the arrival of the ships at Mocha on the monsoon; the 
hajj period in this year was in the middle of February. These 
caravans then, like most of the others, traveled according to 
a solar calendar tied in to the arrival of major fleets from 
major trading areas. This is quite a different matter to the 
pilgrim caravans. Other overland caravans operated within 
the Hijaz, for example along the shores of the Red Sea, espe- 
cially the eastern one, from Mocha and even Aden in the 
south to Suez and further north. In the 1770s Modave 
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described a large trade in Indian cloth from Jiddah to Turkey 
and Cairo, which trade was done in caravans of 50,000 
camels.52 

To return to the pilgrim caravans bound for Mecca, what 
we can see so far is a sort of continuum among their partici- 
pants. At one end are pure merchants, professionals who 
accompanied the pilgrims for reasons of security or in order 
to supply any wants the pilgrims might have while traveling. 
These men would do their trade in Mecca, or in one of the 
larger market towns through which the caravan passed. Next 
on the scale would be merchants who also took the occasion 
to make a hajj. Then we have people past the middle point of 
the continuum, that is pilgrims who also traded, mostly in 
order to provide for themselves, but some no doubt also to 
make a small profit. And finally we have what appears to be 
the majority, that is humble devout people who hoped to 
carry with them all they would need, and who had no thought 
at all of commerce. This sort of disaggregation seems to be 
more useful, and more accurate, when we talk of the general 
matter of a connection between the haj and trade. In 
Chapter 7, the notion of a “hajj market” based on goods arriv- 
ing by sea will be subjected to close scrutiny. 
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Economic Dimensions of 
the Hajj: The Sea Routes 


he historian Ashin Das Gupta puts forward an 

extreme version of the purported link between the pil- 

grimage and trade. He finds a close nexus between 
the trade from India, especially Gujarat, and the hajj. In an 
early piece he claimed gross profits of around 50 percent 
could be made on Gujarati trade to the Red Sea, “if the hajj 
turned out a clement one,” and added in a footnote “It is pos- 
sible that as much as two-thirds of the Gujarati exports to the 
Red Sea were sold at Mecca.”! In the same piece, in a way 
reminiscent of Braudel, he seems to confuse Jiddah and 
Mecca. He claims that “The major attraction for the Gujaratis 
was the annual pilgrim market at Mecca where merchants 
from the far-flung cities of the Ottoman empire came to buy 
coffee and textiles...” then talks of the “failure of the hajj,” 
that is a poor market for Indian goods in the Hijaz, and then 
describes the Muslim merchants who “came every year to 
Jedda with the hajj caravans.”? Similarly, Gujarati textiles 
brought to the Red Sea mostly sold “to the annual market at 
Mecca...” “It was stated repeatedly that trade at Mocha 
depended upon the market at Jedda—that is, the market of 
the hajj. The pilgrim caravans which came to Hejaz [sic] via 
Cairo [sic] brought money for those Yemeni merchants who 
sold coffee and for the Gujaratis who sold cloth. It was a com- 
plex and delicate network which reached Mecca through and 
from many another city of western Asia and northern 
Africa.”3 In a later piece, in the standard Cambridge 
Economic History of India, he wrote “The international mar- 
ket of the hajj continued to be the principal draw for the trade 
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in the Indian Ocean .. . ”* Similarly, the “Islamic peace” of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries “promoted a new 
prosperity for the annual market at Mecca.” 5 

On other occasions Das Gupta ties in the hajj and the sea- 
sons, and this should have given him, a maritime historian, 
pause. He notes of Gujarat that the weavers did their basic 
work during the wet season, but got their orders after this, 
when shipping returned to Gujarat from overseas. “The 
expectation of a good hajj, for instance, would make for fran- 
tic buying in the months of September to January... ”6 Note 
in this fuller account how the pilgrimage and the seasons are 
linked: he points out that travel and trade were governed by 
the winds and the monsoon rains, and then says 


“The major consideration in any season at Surat 
was the market of the haj. A major part of the city's 
shpping was engaged in the Red Sea run, and they 
took their textiles to the port of Mocha which was the 
principal trading centre in the Red Sea at the time. 
Some of the ships would sail past Mocha and make for 
Jedda further up the coast, but this was probably 
because of the proximity of Jedda to Mecca. Indian 
cloths which were thus carried to the Red Sea went to 
two rather different kinds of markets. For one, there 
was what may be called a local market, comprising 
the demands of Yeman, Hejaz, the African coast of the 
Red Sea and the coast of Hadramaut. Considerably 
more important than this, there was the market at 
Mecca which functioned every year as pilgrims from 
all over the Ottoman empire and the Islamic world 
assembled at this city. It was this demand, usually 
described in the documents as that of “the Turkish 
merchants,’ which was crucial for Surat. A poor haj or 
the expectation of one would create a profound depres- 
sion from Jedda to the farthest points of Surat’s hin- 
terland.”” 
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Most recently, and a little more cautiously, he has writ- 
ten that “The annual pilgrimage of the hajj [sic] helped the 
growth of the largest market for the Indian Ocean merchant.” 
“The Islamic pilgrimage of the hajj [sic] of which we still 
await a proper study drew together the Muslim network of 
the ocean and connected it with the diaspora further to the 
west.”8 

This argument has been put forward cogently and influ- 
entially by Das Gupta, which is why I have quoted him at 
such length. There is, however, as I hinted above, an imme- 
diate problem, which has to do with seasons and calendars. 
The basic point is obvious enough. The hajj, as we have 
noted, is done in the Islamic month of Dhu al-Hijja, on set 
days in a set month. But this set time is according to the 
Islamic calendar, which is based on the moon, not the sun. As 
a result, the lunar Muslim year is ten or eleven days shorter 
than the solar Christian year. Although some modern authors 
have trouble with this, it was recognized by Pyrard of Laval, 
to an extent, in the first decade of the seventeenth century.? 
While he failed to grasp the full implications of the lunar ver- 
sus solar matter, he did say “In the month of December, about 
the new moon, they observe a fast, called in Arabic Ramedan 
... I say about the month of December, for I cannot with cer- 
tainty designate the time, seeing that their month and year 
are lunar, and are not fixed as ours are.”i0 In the 1750s a 
French writer also got it right: he noted that Muslim festivals 
“are movable festivals which, in a thirty-three year period, 
fall in every season and every month of the year because the 
Muslim calendar is lunar and advances eleven days each 
year.” 1 Set Christian festivals are observed at the same time 
each year, and at the same season, except for Easter, whose 
time is governed by the moon to some extent and so is a mov- 
able date. Set Muslim festivals move through the seasons, so 
that the hajj could be at the hottest season, but then would 
slowly, ten or eleven days each year, move towards cooler 
weather. 
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So much is obvious. The second point is that trade by sea 
at this time was totally dependent on the monsoon winds, 
and these, crucially and obviously, are based on a solar, not 
lunar calendar. We will establish this point, and then look at 
the implications. Poncet in the late seventeenth century 
noted that merchants from Ethiopia had a great trade with- 
in and outside the Red Sea, this being governed by the mon- 
soons.!? In 1541 a Portuguese marauding fleet in the Red Sea 
set sail to return to India on the 10th of July. The headstrong 
captain refused to listen to the advice of his Muslim pilots, 
who, basing themselves on centuries of experience, told him 
that by leaving at this time he would have no trouble getting 
to the entrance to the Red Sea, but that once in the Arabian 
Sea weather of such vileness could be expected that no ship 
could navigate. And this advice, of course, turned out to be 
correct.13 An English traveler in 1780 wrote of the pilgrimage, 
and noted that “As different winds prevail on the different 
sides of the Tropic in the Red Sea, ships may come to Gedda 
[Jiddah] from opposite points at the same season of the year; 
those which come from Suez at the above mentioned time 
[that is November to January], benefit by the N.W. wind, 
while those that come from India and Arabia Felix are assist- 
ed by the regular S.W. monsoon. The pilgrims .. . embark at 
Gedda time enough to avail themselves of the Khumseen 
[according to Capper this is Arabic for 50, which is the length 
of time this wind blows] wind, which blows southerly from 
the end of March to the middle of May, and conveys them in 
less than a month back again to Suez; the India vessels must 
also quit Gedda so as to be out of the straits of Babelmandel 
before the end of August.” 14 Two years later another English 
traveler confirmed this as regards the voyage from Jiddah 
back to Suez. Jiddah had to be left before the end of May or 
the voyage would be aborted by head winds.!5 Even today 
within the Red Sea the monsoons act as a governing factor for 
traditional navigators, as a modern account of the sea’s 
routes, winds and sailing times makes clear.16 . 
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This situation, of course pertained even more strongly in 
the Indian Ocean, and Arabian Sea. Mme. Bouchon has 
described how the great fifteenth-century trade between 
Calicut and the Red Sea was timed. Ships left Calicut in 
January, and vessels from the Red Sea arrived there between 
August and November.!? The Portuguese described the mili- 
tary significance of this on the Malabar coast. The west coast 
of India, then and now, is unnavigable for sailing ships 
between roughly June and September. In the 1530s the 
Portuguese were concerned at the way ships from the hostile 
port of Calicut could sail just before or just after this, before 
their blockading fleets could arrive. The solution seemed to 
be to build a fort very near to Calicut. Thus they could patrol 
right up to the end of May, just before navigation became 
impossible, and resume the blockade early in September as 
soon as the slackening of the southwest monsoon made sea- 
faring possible again.!8 

As for Gujarat, Terry noted how the great ship going from 
Surat to Mocha “beginnes her voyage about the twentieth of 
March, and finisheth it towards the end of September follow- 
ing. The voyage is but short and might easily bee made in two 
months; but in the long season of raine, and a little before 
and after it, the winds are commonly so violent that there is 
no coming but with great hazard, into the Indian Seas.” 19 
Mandelslo echoed him in his account of the trade from Surat 
to Aden and Mecca: “They sometimes carry above a thousand 
persons together, who for the most part go upon Pilgrimage 
to Meca, that at their return they may be put into the num- 
ber of their Hoggoi, or Saints [sic]. They set saile at the begin- 
ning of the March-Moon, and return in September, for the 
tempests, which reign from June till that time upon those 
Coasts, make them spend six months in a Voyage which 
might be performed in two.”20 Baldaeus also said “These 
[Surat] ships set sail in March and April for the Red Sea, and 
return in September or October; they seldom spend above 
twenty-five days in their passage.”2! And Ovington also knew 
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all this: “The Ships from Suratt that Sail for the Red Sea take 
their departure generally about March, and Arrive at Mocha 
towards the latter end of April, or before the 20th of May; at 
which time . . . the Winds vary, and prevent any more Ships 
entring into the Sea that Year.”22 Similarly, a Dutch mer- 
chant noted that Indian ships bring many pilgrims to Mocha, 
“These ships come every year in April and half of March and 
leave for home in the other monsoon, in August... ”23 There 
was however an alternative season for Surat, for ships could 
leave late in the year also, as did Qazvini in 1676.24 

With Diu also the seasons were rigid indeed. From the 
start of September the winds were variable, and this was a 
good time for going and coming to Diu. The easterlies started 
in November, during the period from midnight to midday, and 
for the other twelve hours the prevailing wind was from the 
sea, from southwest to northwest. In February and March 
and until May the former easterlies became north and north- 
east, and in the afternoons northwest, so large ships could no 
longer approach Diu from the south. At the end of May the 
winter started, but at the beginning of it some ships got to 
Diu, riskily, from the north. As for the Red Sea voyage, the 
ships left Diu in November or December, and some returned 
in May, but most in early September. And again, from 
Golconda: “To Mocha they set sayle in January, and returne 
in September or October following.”26 The matter was most 
pithily expressed by an Arab author, who wrote that “He who 
leaves India on the 100th day [2nd March] is a sound man, he 
who leaves on the 110th will be all right. However, he who 
leaves on the 120th is stretching the bounds of possibility and 
he who leaves on the 130th is inexperienced and an ignorant 
gambler.”27 The point of this rather excessive compilation of 
evidence is merely to make clear that everyone, whether 
European or Asian, in western India in our period knew all 
about the monsoons and what the implications were; what a 
pity some modern authors have not profitted from this age- 
old wisdom! 
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The problem with writing about a hajj market is now I 
hope clear. It is true that the overland pilgrim caravans did 
not have this problem, so that they could leave, as they did, 
at the correct time to reach Mecca early in Dhu al-Hijja, and 
govern their movements by the lunar, not the solar, calendar. 
We showed in the last chapter, however, that there was little 
trade done by these pilgrim caravans. But for trade and trav- 
el by sea there is an unresolvable contradiction. The arrival 
in say Jiddah or Mocha was governed by one calendar, the 
hay by a different one. Thus for Indian markets in say 
Gujarat to be controlled by the hajj, we are asked to believe 
that merchants would load their goods and take them to the 
Red Sea, arriving at a time dictated by a solar calendar. Then 
they would wait for the correct time in the lunar calendar to 
go to Mecca to catch the so-called hajj market. The very 
notion is ridiculous; it means that on some occasions these 
merchants would sit in Jiddah for eleven months or even 
more waiting for the time of the hajj, and only then would set 
off to Mecca with their goods. 

As we will see, most Red Sea trade focused on Jiddah, and 
was controlled by the monsoons. However, if goods were des- 
tined for the great fair at Mecca during the time of the 
hajj, precisely this situation did pertain. A Dutch report, writ- 
ten at second hand but based on accounts by French and 
English who had been in Jiddah, noted that profits in Jiddah 
depend “principally on a successful voyage, for if the ships 
were to arrive there after the aforementioned Hagie the car- 
gos would have to lay over there for one entire year. This 
means that the transporter has in effect suffered a lost voy- 
age like happened to the French last year [that is, 1736].”28 A 
second qualification is to suggest that traders from the 
Indian Ocean into the Red Sea could well have had agents 
permanently resident in Jiddah, who could hold goods until 
the market was high. This of course was commonly done in 
this period all over the Indian Ocean trading area precisely 
in order to avoid the “dictatorship of the monsoons.” 
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Unfortunately we have no direct evidence of this being done 
in Jiddah.2? We must assume then that trade in Jiddah was 
very largely regulated, and its times governed, by the sailing 
seasons which dictated the arrival and departure of ships to 
and from this port. 

Pilgrims coming by sea had no choice but to be governed 
by these sailing seaons. They could pass away the time by 
traveling in the Hijaz, by visiting Medina, or by spending 
time in Mecca doing umrahs, study, or just sight-seeing at the 
numerous sanctified places we noticed at the beginning of 
Chapter 2. Pyrard commented on the centrality of the festi- 
val on the 10th of Dhu al-Hijja when he wrote: “and some- 
times when they have arrived too late, and it is over, they 
have to await the return of the festival for ten or eleven 
months.”30 Only in the nineteenth century did this change. 
As Xavier de Planhol noted perceptively, “the advent of 
steamship travel simplified the pilgrimage of the Indians, 
many of whom during the age of the sailing ships had had to 
wait at Medina or Mecca for the coming of the summer mon- 
soons in order to get back home.”3! But merchants did have a 
choice, and this was to do most of their trade in the ports of 
the Red Sea, Jiddah and Mocha, at times dictated by the 
solar monsoon calendar which had nothing to do with the 
lunar hajj one. As one concrete contemporary example, in 
Jiddah in June 1727 the Muslim sailors on an Engtish ship 
wanted to wait and undertake a hajj. In this year the hajj 
was soon due, for 20 July 1727 was the start of Dhu al-Hijja. 
Unfortunately, to delay the departure for the Arabian Sea by 
six weeks would be hazardous, precisely because of the dicta- 
torship of the monsoons, so permission was denied.32 

What I have done so far is to describe in some detail the 
constraints which affected sailing ships in this early modern 
period. In a sense this is negative support for my contention 
that there were two major markets in the Hijaz at this time, 
one a routine commercial exchange in Jiddah or other Red 
Sea ports, and one an atypical one in Mecca. Fortunately we 
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have a mass of empirical evidence which shows convincingly 
that there was indeed very substantial trade in these Red 
Sea ports, and especially in Jiddah. More important, we can 
show clearly that this trade had no connection at all with the 
quite different matter of the pilgrimage to Mecca and the fair 
in Mecca associated with this religious event. We will first 
present evidence to show the importance of the great ports of 
the Red Sea. 

At first sight it would seem more obvious for ships carry- 
ing Asian, and especially Indian, goods destined for the 
Mediterranean and the Middle East to sail directly from the 
Arabian Sea into the Red Sea past Aden, and then proceed up 
to Suez. Here goods could be transhipped and taken overland 
to Cairo, and so to Alexandria and the Mediterranean, or to 
Damascus and so to Syria and Turkey. But there are three 
problems with this. There was first a political objection. 
Under the Ottomans the sharifs of Mecca continued to be 
influential. In particular, they continued to have a virtual 
monopoly on trade north of Jiddah to Suez, in conjunction 
with a group of Cairo merchants. The general pattern is of 
Indian ships unloading either at Mocha, or more likely 
Jiddah, where their goods were transferred, either to 
Egyptian vessels which then made the voyage to Suez, or to 
the camel caravans we discussed in Chapter 6.33 But this 
monopoly on trade past Jiddah seems not to have been as 
rigid as Das Gupta would have us believe, for we do have one 
record from the 1540s of a Gujarati ship which had a cartaz 
from the Portuguese to enable it to sail to Suez.34 
Nevertheless, this political factor no doubt contributed to 
make Jiddah a great market and great transhipment centre. 

A second, and very basic, factor which militated against 
any direct passage to Suez was merely the fact that while his- 
torians have often stressed the trade between Asia and 
Europe, in fact much Asian trade was with the Middle East, 
not with Europe. Most of this trade went inland from Jiddah 
or Mocha more or less due north along the coast to Palestine, 
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Syria and Turkey. 

The difficulty of navigating in the Red Sea was probably 
the most important problem. We have noted already how the 
monsoons acted here also as a strait jacket, but apart from 
this the Red Sea in general was notoriously hazardous. The 
voyage from Mocha to Jiddah, usually considered to be rela- 
tively routine, turned into a horror for Henry Rooke in 1782. 
The voyage usually took eight to ten days, but his passage in 
a local craft took 28.35 The passage north of Jiddah was very 
much worse, being full of shoals and reefs. Thus large ships 
from the Arabian Sea could not safely sail past Jiddah any- 
way; their cargoes had to be transferred to smaller local ships 
which had more chance of making the passage safely. 
Sometimes also their cargoes would be taken overland from 
Jiddah on caravans to Suez, or on to Damascus. 

An Arabic account from the ninth century will begin to 
make clear the dangers. Ships from the Persian/Arabian Gulf 
port of Siraf “put into Judda, where they remain; for their 
Cargo is thence transported to Kahira [Cairo] by Ships of 
Kolzum, who are acquainted with the Navigation of the Red 
Sea, which those of Siraf dare not attempt, because of the 
extreme Danger, and because this Sea is full of Rocks at the 
Water’s Edge; because also upon the whole Coast there are no 
Kings, or scarce any inhabited Place; and, in fine, because 
Ships are every Night obliged to put into some Place of 
Safety, for Fear of striking upon the Rocks; they sail in the 
Day time only, and all the Night ride fast at Anchor. This Sea, 
moreover, is subject to very thick Fogs, and to violent Gales 
of Wind, and so has nothing to recommend it, either within or 
without.” 36 

A millennium later, nineteenth-century accounts by 
Burton and Ali Bey make clear the hazards of navigation in 
the upper reaches of the Red Sea, and these are supported by 
Tibbetts’ modern survey of navigation in the whole of the Red 
Sea.37 Henry Rooke, who in 1782 had had such a bad trip 
from Mocha to Jiddah, had a much worse time going from 
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there to Suez. He traveled on a boat full of hajjis, and has left 
us a day-by-day log of his hazardous six week voyage. 
Daniel’s account in 1700 similarly clearly describes the haz- 
ards, in this case on a voyage from Suez to Yanbo, the port of 
Medina. His ship anchored each night in order to avoid reefs, 
rocks and shoals, and this short voyage took from July 12th 
to August 10th. Jiddah was reached only on August 29th. The 
difficulties experienced included repairs to the ship, having 
to bribe local coastal rulers, and the intrinsic hazards of the 
voyage.39 In 1777 an even shorter voyage of less than 500 
kilometres from Yanbo to Cosire [Quseir], took Eyles Irwin 
from June 10 to July 9.40 One of our most graphic accounts 
comes from Tomé Pires in the early sixteenth century. In the 
Red Sea “there are many rocky banks and they are difficult 
to navigate. Men do not navigate except by day; they can 
always anchor. The best sailing is from the entrance to the 
strait as far as Kamaran. It is worse from Kamaran to Jiddah 
and much worse from Jiddah to Tor. From Tor to Suez is a 
route for small boats even by day, because it is all dirty [‘cujo’] 
and bad.” 41 

Frederic Lane years ago gave us a good description of 
trade routes in our period. Spices were in demand in Europe 
and the Middle East. Pepper was the nearest there was to a 
bulk spice trade, but mace, nutmeg, cloves, ginger and cinna- 
mon were also important. The Italians were the middlemen 
for this trade once the goods reached the Mediterranean. 
Spices were very valuable by weight, though not quite as 
“splendid and trifling” as Gibbon told us. Their routes were 
determined according to taxes, protection costs, and social 
conditions, to which should be added geographical hazards 
and advantages, such as navigation problems and the exis- 
tence of oases to service camel caravans. Ships with spices 
entered the Red Sea and stopped at Jiddah, where the car- 
goes were divided, especially because of the navigation prob- 
lems north of there. Some spices went on camels up the east- 
ern Red Sea coast, and so on to Damascus, and the eastern 
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Mediterranean. Others went further by sea, to Suez and so to 
Cairo and Alexandria. Still other goods on this route went by 
sea only as far as Quseir, west and a little north of Medina. 
Yanbo, the nearest port to Medina, was also important. From 
there the goods went overland to the Nile, and so to Cairo, 
and on to Alexandria, where Venetians took over.“ 

At different times different ports in the Red Sea are noted 
as important. Ibn Jubayr late in the twelfth century 
described a large caravan, carrying mostly pepper, leaving 
Aydhab, on the coast opposite Jiddah and northwest of it, and 
proceeding overland up the Nile to Cairo and Alexandria. 
The port of Yanbo was affected in the late fifteenth century by 
political disputes between the sharifs and the Mamluks. In 
the early sixteenth century the presence of the Portuguese 
also made a difference; their activities meant that Aden now 
became an important port of call. Prior to this the merchants 
had gone directly from Jiddah to the Arabian Sea, with the 
usual first port of call being Calicut. Once the Portuguese 
began to blockade the Red Sea the Muslim ships had to go 
slowly and carefully. They stopped at Aden to get news of the 
Portuguese armadas, and indeed sometimes did trade in 
Aden. This port thus became an important transhipment cen- 
ter, with Jiddah merchants exchanging goods with mer- 
chants from Malabar, and also from east Africa, Cambay and 
Hurmuz. There was an additional reason for this. In order to 
avoid the Portuguese, ships from India now often got to the 
entrance to the Red Sea late in the season. Consequently, 
they were unable to sail in the Red Sea, having lost the right 
monsoon, and so again they were forced to trade in Aden. In 
the first few decades of the sixteenth century there were in 
Aden merchants from Jiddah with copper, mercury, vermil- 
ion, coral, and silk and wool cloths, East African traders with 
gold and ivory, Malabar merchants with spices and drugs, 
and people from Cambay with cotton cloths and rich other 
goods.44 

It appears that this fortuitous situation did not last long. 
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As is well known, the Portuguese blockade of the Red Sea 
decreased in effectiveness later in the century, and beginning 
in the 1540s it is clear that large amounts of spices were 
again safely passing into the Red Sea and so to markets in 
the Middle East and the Mediterranean. The effects of the 
establishment of Turkish control over Aden in 1538 are 
unclear, but there is no doubt that the boom of the early six- 
teenth century was transitory. An English merchant, Robert 
Coverte, noted, in a little-known account of 1608, that “we 
met with a Guzarat ship, laden with Cotton woolls, Callicoes, 
and Pentathoes [?], beeing bound for Adden, whether wee 
kept her company, in regard they told us it was a Towne of 
great trading, but wee found it quite contrary: for it was only 
a Towne of Garison, and many Souldiers in it... ”#5 

In the seventeenth century the port of Mocha seems to 
have expanded greatly, so that it began to rival Jiddah. The 
reasons for this are unclear. It is at least possible that 
because larger ships were being used now and they were 
afraid of the dangerous waters of the Red Sea, so instead 
goods were transhipped to smaller vessels in Mocha for the 
passage further north. Coverte, who had just complained of 
Aden, went on to Mocha and was very impressed: “It is a 
place that is neuer without shipping, for it is a Towne of great 
trade of merchandize, and hath Carauans or Conuoies that 
come from Seena, from Mecha, from grand Cairo, and 
Alexandria, and all those places.” Mocha, despite its barren 
inland, was not an expensive place, for he very usefully left 
us lists of prices for Mocha and for Agra a year later. In both 
places a goat or a sheep cost two shillings, but in Mocha one 
ox cost 12 shillings, while in Agra two could be bought for 16 
shillings. In the former, three pence bought enough fish for a 
meal for ten men, while at inland Agra the same amount 
bought only enough for five men.“ 

In 1610 a European observer recorded the arrival at 
Mocha of three “great ships” from Dabul, owned by the 
Persian who was governor of this Konkan port. Soon after 
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they arrived there “came into the Towne a great many 
Cammels and divers Merchants, which came from Damasco, 
Sues, and Mecca, to trade with the Merchants of India.”47 Six 
years later we have a much-quoted account from the Dutch 
factor van den Broeke. He claimed the town had risen only in 
the last 40 or 50 years after it was taken by the Turks. Aden 
was now eclipsed, as it was safer for the great ship of the 
Turks from Suez to call at Mocha rather than go on to the 
entrance of the Red Sea, to Aden. He saw “in the roadstead 
more than thirty Indian, Persian, and Arab ships, large and 
small... ” He noted that “These ships come every year in 
April and half of March and leave for home in the other mon- 
soon, in August, richly laden with cash and European wares.” 
While some of these Indian goods were taken on by sea, van 
den Broeke also noted that “a caffel [qafila] or caravan 
arrived here from Aleppo and Suwees, about 1,000 camels 
strong, laden with the following merchandise—about 200,000 
rials of eight and 100,000 ducats, Hungarian, Venetian and 
Moorish, excluding what was not declared, besides velvets, 
satins, damasks, sarsenents, Turkish gold, brocades, 
camelots, cloth, saffron, quicksilver, vermilion, and Nurem- 
burg wares. They are usually two months on their way. These 
goods mentioned above are mostly traded by the Indians, 
Persians, and Arabs against fine and coarse cotton clothing, 
indigo, pepper, cloves, nutmeg, mace and Chinese wares.” 4º 
English factors a little later similarly noted how a great 
“junk” came down from Cairo [sic] each year to Mocha, was 
freighted and then returned. There was also an annual cara- 
van of 800 or even 1,000 camels which traveled from Cairo to 
Mocha. It mostly brought merchants and their money, and 
returned via Jiddah with Indian goods, few of which howev- 
er were sold in Arabia.5º At this same time Terry wrote that 
“The ship that usually goeth from Surat to Moha [Mocha] is 
of exceeding great burthen. Some of them, I beleeve, at the 
least fourteene or sixteene hundred tunnes; but ill built, and, 
though they have good ordinance, cannot well defend them- 
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selves.” After noting many passengers, mostly pilgrims, and 
the way in which the voyage was governed by the monsoons, 
he concluded that “The ship returning is usually worth two 
hundred thousand pounds sterling; most of it in gold and 
silver.”5! In 1622 a similar ship was estimated to have a cargo 
worth 250,000 rupees on its return to Surat.52 

As coffee rose in importance as a trade item in the late 
seventeenth century, Mocha continued to flourish.53 
Baldaeus, in 1672, wrote of the trade there between March 
and September each year, and of the big ship which came 
down from Suez. In March a land caravan arrived from 
Aleppo and Alexandria (the latter seems doubtful). Both ship 
and caravan left again around the turn of the year, laden 
with Indian goods.54 In 1709 a French exploratory expedition 
found out that “every year the Dutch send a seven hundred 
ton vessel from Batavia to Mocha to load coffee and other 
merchandise from Arabia. ”55 

Turning now to Jiddah, we will present a mass of evi- 
dence which shows that regardless of the rise and fall of 
Aden, or the later rise of Mocha, Jiddah, not Mecca, was the 
great commercial center in the Red Sea for most of our peri- 
od, and that this important role had a religious input only in 
a very peripheral way. Jiddah acted as the great hinge, or 
nodal point, for all trade in the Red Sea. This is not to say 
that Jiddah was in any sense an adequate roadstead; the 
point is simply that transhipment was a necessity, so that 
even so unsatisfactory a port as Jiddah had to do. Ibn Jubayr 
described how difficult it was to enter Jiddah, “because of the 
many reefs and the windings.”56 Stripling says the port was 
wretched, being full of rocks and sand, so that ships had to 
anchor two miles away and use lighters to get their goods to 
the port.5” Nevertheless, there was always a great trade at 
Jiddah at the times when the monsoons allowed ships to 
come to it both from the south and the north. Sometimes this 
trade would be expanded by the fortuitous addition of thou- 
sands of pilgrims, that is when the time for the hajj coincid- 
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ed with the monsoon-determined time for trade. But most of 
the time these two did not coincide, and Jiddah’s vast trade 
was a strictly economic one having nothing to do with 
religion. 

The occasional transit of masses of pilgrims, most of them 
anxious to get to Mecca quickly was, in economic terms, a 
peripheral event in the life of the port. In this Jiddah was like 
a host of other cities associated with the pilgrimage. For 
Jiddah, and for such other cities as Damascus, Cairo, Surat 
and Aceh, the pilgrimmage was not the focus, the raison 
d’étre. It was merely a bonus, a supplement. In this impor- 
tant matter Mecca must be very clearly differentiated, 
because for the Holy City (and also for Medina) the reverse is 
true. For Mecca the pilgrimage was the central fact, the very 
reason for its existence. One other related factor should be 
mentioned here. Mecca’s trade, as we will see, was not helped 
by the ban on non-Muslims approaching the city. Mecca was 
isolated and insular economically, but non-Muslims could 
trade with ease in Jiddah.58 

Before the sixteenth century Jiddah was already a major 
port, occasionally helped by government policy. In 1429 the 
Mamluk sultan even decreed that spices from the east could 
only be sold in Jiddah, and only to his agents.59 In that cen- 
tury the port was known to the Arabs as the “Bride of the Red 
Sea.”60 Portuguese accounts of trade before their arrival 
make clear Jiddah’s central role. Barros noted how it was the 
major focus of the spice trade, saying that Jiddah, with its 
buildings, trade and commerce, and because almost all the 
ships that come from India call at it, “is the most celebrated 
and noble settlement of all this Arabian coast inside the 
entrance,” and added that “most of the residents of that city 
[Jiddah] were merchants, because of the merchandise that 
flowed through it, both entering and leaving ... ”61 
Elsewhere he described how the goods came down from 
Cairo, and the ships called at Jiddah. From there the goods 
went off to the Arabian Sea directly, not calling at Aden, with 
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their times of sailing determined by the monsoons. Thus they 
left the Red Sea “in the months of navigation, when the west- 
erlies prevail,” and came back with the easterlies.62 Not how- 
ever that this was the only route. In his detailed description 
of Asian trade in 1500 he noted how the alternative route to 
the Middle East and to Europe was via Hurmuz and so to 
Basra, and then overland to Armenia and the Black Sea, or 
to Aleppo, Damascus and Beirut, where the spices were 
brought by Venetians, Genoese and Spanish merchants.s 
Albuquerque’s son confirmed some of this, describing how 
before the Portuguese arrived merchants used to come to 
Cairo from all over the Maghreb, “and from Cairo they used 
to make their way to Juda and from Juda to Calicut, with 
ready money, and there they used to build new ships, and 
load them with spiceries, and so returned to their own lands.” 
This was a valuable trade indeed, “for, for every cruzado laid 
out in Calicut, they used to make twelve or thirteen in Juda 
and in all the places that stood within the mouth of the 
Straits,” that is within the Red Sea. 

Castanheda confirms and amplifies our knowledge of this 
trade. He said that before the arrival of the Portuguese the 
Muslims of Mecca and Egypt and the Venetians made huge 
profits from spices: “It was like this. These Muslim mer- 
chants lived in Mecca and Jiddah and they had their factors 
in Calicut, from whom they ordered spices, drugs, precious 
stones and fine cotton cloths, in the huge ships that they 
made in Malabar, because there was no wood in the Red Sea 
to make ships.” Gold and goods were sent to pay for the 
spices, “And all these things they took from Alexandria to 
Cairo by the upper Nile, and from Cairo they were taken 
overland on camels to the city of Suez which is at the head of 
the strait of the Red Sea on the coast of Arabia, a matter of 
three days travel from Cairo. In Suez they loaded these goods 
on small ships called Gelbas, and took them to Jiddah 
[“Iuda”], 160 leagues from Suez, and they used these gelbas 
because they were safer, because in big ships they would be 
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endangered by the many shallows that there are from Suez 
to Jiddah, where they load them in the large ships [“naus”] 
and take them to Calicut ... ” More soberly than 
Albuquerque, he estimated that the profits were such that 
from one they would make eight. The Mamluk state played 
an active role in this trade, and the state role both demon- 
strates, and perhaps helped cause, the central role of Jiddah 
in the whole trade. The Mamluk rulers decreed that one- 
third of all cargoes carried between Calicut and Jiddah had 
to be pepper, and sold to the ruler at Calicut prices. Indeed, 
if a merchant arrived in Jiddah with goods worth 3,000 
cruzados and no pepper, goods worth 1,000 cruzados had to 
be sold and the proceeds used to buy pepper, and this at the 
high Jiddah price rather than the cheap Calicut one.® 

Other sixteenth century accounts continue this refrain. A 
patrol in 1506 noted how most of the ships entering the Red 
Sea were bound for Jiddah.66 A more detailed description of 
the trade of the Indian Ocean at this time again makes the 
point that Jiddah, here erroneously called Mecca, was the 
center. Correa mentioned a brush between a very powerful 
Cambay ship and the Portuguese, and added “These are the 
large ships which they arm in Cambay, and load with much 
merchandise, and they sail out past the island of Ceylon and 
enter the Bay of Bengal, and go to Pegu and Tennasarim, 
where they load rich goods, and then they go to Pacem and 
load pepper, and go via the Maldives to Mecca /sic]; these 
ships are so powerful and well armed and have so many men 
on board that they dare to do their voyages without fear of 
our ships .. . ”67 By contrast, a later letter from a Muslim 
trader in Malabar said correctly, as we would hope, that he 
had ships trading to Jiddah and Mocha.88 

Much other data shows the continuing role of Jiddah. In 
1517 the Portuguese governor Lopo Soares cruised in the Red 
Sea, and even got as far as Jiddah. The contemporary 
accounts by both Correa and Castanheda stress the difficul- 
ties of the anchorage, and the aridity and infertility of the 
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area around the town. The size of the population was vari- 
ously estimated at 1000, and 1500, “vezinhos” or “visinhos,” 
that is, neighborhoods. Both stressed the large trade there, 
Castanheda saying the port was “Well provided with food 
that came from outside, and with much merchandise because 
there are joined all those that come from India with those 
from Cairo and Alexandria.” Both accounts also noted Mecca 
at seven leagues distance, and described how this was where 
the Muslims made their pilgrimage, just as Christians did to 
Jerusalem, to the body of Muhammad, a very common error 
at this time.® A letter to the Portuguese king of 1538 said the 
Portuguese should build a fort at the mouth of the Red Sea, 
for thus “India would be sealed off, and the key in the hands 
of your highness.” In particular, this would mean the 
Malabaris would be checked, “for they have no life outside of 
their trade with Jiddah [“Judaa”]”70 

Accounts from later in the sixteenth century from other 
Europeans continue to confirm the centrality of Jiddah. An 
anonymous account from around 1580 gives a long descrip- 
tion of the caravan from Cairo to Mecca and the hajj, but has 
only one fleeting reference to trade and two to merchants 
accompanying the pilgrim caravan. But of Jiddah he noted 
specifically that 40 or 50 great ships called each year with 
spices and merchandise, and paid customs of 150,000 
ducats.” English accounts from the early seventeenth cen- 
tury again expatiate on the large trade of Jiddah; thus Saris 
in 1612 noted eleven Indian ships in the Red Sea, all bound 
for Jiddah. These were very large ships indeed. Three of 
them, as we noted in Chapter 5, were pilgrim ships belonging 
to the great noble Abdur-Rahim. Saris had two of them mea- 
sured. The “Rahimi” was 153 feet from stem to stern post, 
and her rake from the post aft was 17 feet. From the top of 
her sides in breadth was 42 feet, and her depth 31 feet. The 
“Muhammadi” was 136 feet long, with a rake of 20 feet, 
breadth of 41, and depth of 29 and a half. Her main mast was 
108 feet, and her main yard 132 feet. The other nine were, he 
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said, not much smaller.72 A few years later Lobo wrote gen- 
erally of Jiddah, “which has been made so famous in these 
times in all of the East by the great number of ships that go 
there and the rich trade the merchants find there, and the 
superstitious custom of pilgrimages to Mecca made by those 
who follow the infamous Koran... . since the ships which 
sailed to Juda made excellent business profits, because of the 
great wealth of the universal market of people and merchan- 
dise carried on in that city, they became so famous in India 
that when people wanted to indicate that something was very 
costly and valuable they would call it a ship from Mecca 
or Juda.”73 Faroghi’s modern account, based on Ottoman 
sources, similarly notes how Jiddah was the main port for the 
masses of Indian spices and cloths carried up the Red Sea.”4 

Our Indian pilgrim Qazvini described a large trade, and 
numerous pilgrims, in Jiddah.75 John Fryer in the 1670s in 
Surat saw the great fleets from Jiddah and their huge trade 
and values. He wrote how this Jiddah fleet exported “vast 
quantities of Indico, Cotton, Cotton-Yarn, and Silks; and vend 
them to the Caphalay [cafila, caravan] waiting on them [in 
Jiddah] over-land; so that returning they are forced to ballast 
their Ships with Dates, Persian and Arabian Drugs; and 
freight with Horses from each Place: But the main is brought 
back in Gold, Silver and Pearl, which does in a manner cen- 
ter here [in Gujarat].”76 An observer from the later seven- 
teenth century had noted the large fleet from Suez, supplied 
by the government. Ovington thought it was about 20 or 25 
strong, and carried supplies and money. Also at this time 
Daniel saw at Suez 40 sails, which traded to Jiddah, taking 
coin and provisions and bringing back spices, cloths, precious 
stones, musk, coffee and other products which came from 
India to Mocha and Jiddah and were transported by land on 
camels to Cairo and Alexandria.” The experienced Captain 
Hamilton belittled Jiddah’s trade, but the bulk of the evi- 
dence counters him. A French report of his time depicted 
Jiddah as the great entrepot for coffee, which was taken to 
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Jiddah from the south by small boats, and then loaded on 
Turkish vessels which took the crop to Suez and so to the 
Ottoman Empire and the Mediterranean.78 Ovington similar- 
ly noted that “Judda flourishes in a constant Traffick from 
India, Persia, other parts of Arabia, and the Abasseen 
shore.”79 

Jiddah’s trade seems to have been important for some 
decades of the eighteenth century. The Dane Niebuhr wrote 
in 1763 that “Although the trade of Jidda is so considerable, 
yet this city is no more than a mart between Egypt and India. 
The ships from Suez seldom proceed further than this port; 
and those from India are not suffered to advance to Suez.” 
Jiddah still acted as a link in the great trade between the 
Indian Ocean and especially India, and Egypt, and hence the 
Mediterranean and the Ottoman Empire. Its imports were 
large “because both Mecca and Medina are supplied from this 
[Egyptian] market. Large quantities of corn, rice, lentiles, 
sugar, oil, etc are imported from Egypt, without which this 
part of Arabia could not possibly be inhabited. All goods from 
Europe come also by the way of Egypt; and, on the other 
hand, those which are brought hither from India pass gener- 
ally into Egypt.” 8° A decade later a French observer wrote of 
the large trade of Jiddah, especially in fine shawls from 
Kashmir, and cloths from Gujarat and Bengal. Modave also 
noted how the Egyptian government sent 20 ships each year 
to provision Jiddah. Eight of these were large, being of 1000 
or 1500 tons, and the others only 200-500 tons. These ships 
left Suez at the end of February with the monsoon, and got to 
Jiddah in ten or twelve days laden with foodstuffs, but also 
carrying gold and silver to pay for goods in Jiddah. Most of 
this was sold in Jiddah, and some in Mecca. The fleet stayed 
in Jiddah three months discharging and waiting for the 
arrival of Mocha coffee, by this time an important trade item, 
to arrive. The return cargo was coffee and fine cloths from 
India; some also went overland on camel caravans. Modave 
claimed that large amounts of Indian cloth were traded from 
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Jiddah to Turkey and Cairo by merchants who formed cara- 
vans of 50,000 camels.8! Even in the 1780s two English trav- 
elers still found the port’s trade impressive. Rooke traveled 
from Jiddah to Suez on a ship of 500 tons, in a fleet of 25 of 
varying sizes, but one was 1200 tons. He was scornful of the 
town, describing it as “an old and ill-built town, surrounded 
by a broken and ruinous wall, having no fort, nor any guns 
mounted” yet it was also “a place of the greatest trade” in the 
Red Sea.82 

These last accounts, from the 1770s and 1780s, seem to be 
describing the end of the heyday of Jiddah. As navigation 
techniques improved and Western dominance was extended 
the port finally began to decline. A description of 1807 seems 
to show the beginnings of this decline. Ali Bey wrote of 
Jiddah that “There are about 5,000 inhabitants in the town, 
which may be considered as the mart of the interior com- 
merce of the Red Sea. The ships from Mokha bring to it cof- 
fee, and the products of the East, which are unloaded here, 
re-shipped in other vessels, and transported to Suez, Janboa, 
Kossier and all other points of the Arabian and African 
coasts.”83 In other words, the port was now of only regional 
importance, and much trade between Asia and Europe 
bypassed the Red Sea altogether by using the Cape of Good 
Hope route. Thirty years later a French observer wrote of 
“Jidda, that old concierge of the Holy City ...”84 and indeed 
by then this was all it was. 

To close this discussion of Jiddah and the Red Sea trade, 
all of which supports our contention that this trade, quite 
exclusive of Mecca, was the main one, we can very relevantly 
note what information we have on the numbers of ships 
involved, and their values. It is clear that very large numbers 
of ships traded from the Arabian Sea into the Red Sea, most- 
ly to Jiddah, and that these could carry very wealthy cargoes 
indeed. As for numbers, from Calicut early in the sixteenth 
century we have Portuguese complaints of 23 large ships, or 
alternatively between 10 and 15 ships, leaving for the Red 
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Sea each year. In the 1560s it was claimed that 11 or 12 
ships made this voyage. Also at this time a Portuguese com- 
plained that lots of pepper had got to Cairo recently, carried 
to Jiddah on a total of 23 ships from Aceh and Baticala.87 
Trade from Diu was even greater; a retrospective account 
spoke of 40 or 50 ships doing this voyage each year.88 

As to hard data on values, too often we merely have awed 
expressions of the huge value of some of these ships. Two 
Surat ships came back, we are told in a Persian chronicle, 
very richly laden as they were full of “one kind of ashrafis.”89 
Portuguese accounts similarly sometimes just talk of “rich 
merchandise” and “much money.”% But sometimes we have 
better estimates. We have data on how much the king of 
Portugal got as prize money from various ships captured by 
his fleets and confiscated because they did not have cartazes. 
We also know that the king got a “quinto,” or fifth, of the total 
value. Given that his share tended to be underestimated so 
that the Portuguese on the spot could keep more for them- 
selves, the following estimates of values are undoubtedly low. 
In 1519 a fleet off Diu took six ships “of Mecca” and from 
them the king got over 200,000 cruzados, making then a total 
value of 1,000,000 cruzados.º2 Five years later three “naus de 
Meca” yielded 60,000 pardaus for the king.º3 Two years later 
a similar capture, again of three such ships, yielded another 
60,000 pardaus, while two years later again one large ship 
from Mecca yielded 60,000 pardaus, and this excluded chests 
of gold and silver which had been lost, and which were worth 
even more than this.% In the 1530s a Portuguese fleet in the 
Persian/Arabian Gulf took a Mecca ship “so rich, that even 
leaving aside what was robbed from it, it yielded for the king 
60,000 pardaus of gold, and 200 slaves for the galleys.” In 
the 1550s a ship sailing from the Red Sea to Dabul, owned by 
the ruler of Bijapur, produced 30,000 cruzados for the king of 
Portugal. On all of these occasions the total value on board 
is to be taken as five times that reserved for the king. 

On other occasions we have estimates of the total value of 


163 


PILGRIMAGE TO MECCA 


these ships. In 1524 a captured ship from Mecca had in goods 
alone 60,000 cruzados.” A similar prize in 1532 was worth 
close to 200,000 pardaus.ºº Details from customs payments 
can also be informative. Thus a ship heading for Surat from 
the Red Sea in 1556 paid duties of 3,000 pardaus, and noth- 
ing on the gold and silver it carried. At a rate of 5 percent, the 
goods alone were worth 60,000 pardaus.º” Five years later a 
ship from Aceh reputedly had on board more than a million 
of gold, and a palanquin being taken to give to the sultan of 
Turkey which was so richly decorated as to be worth alone 
200,000 cruzados.100 We noted that it was estimated that 40 
or 50 ships left from Diu bound for the Red Sea each year in 
the sixteenth century, loaded with Gujarati products such as 
cloths, saltpeter and opium. The Diu customs house as a 
result yielded 230,000 xerafins a year, making then a total 
value of trade between there and the Red Sea of over 4.5 mil- 
lion xerafins.101 Nor is this necessarily an extravagant figure, 
for one ship alone could pay duties of 18,000 pardaus, which 
gives a cargo value of about 432,000 xerafins. 102 

Another estimate of a rich royal ship from 1618 provides 
further confirmation, for it was claimed to carry a cargo of 
Rs.2,500,000, that being equal to a truly fabulous value of 
over 1,500,000 xerafins.103 Other ships from the Red Sea in 
the 1630s were worth up to 500,000 xerafins.104 Later in the 
century Fryer noted the arrival of the Jiddah fleet at Surat, 
carrying (in the whole fleet) Rs.5,000,000.1% This figure is 
confirmed by Martin at the same time.10 Finally, in 1695 the 
largest of the state pilgrim ships was captured by English 
pirates, and this one ship had on board in cash alone 
Rs.5,200,000.107 From the context, it is clear that this ship, 
like many of the others which sailed back from the Red Sea, 
was loaded mostly with cash, for at this time India’ basically 
exchanged goods for bullion, either coined or not. In any case, 
all this data may at least tend to show that trade from the 
Arabian Sea, especially from India, to the Red Sea, and espe- 
cially to Jiddah, was an extremely large and valuable. 
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The total picture of long-distance trade in the Hijaz, and 
the vast distant areas trading with and through this region, 
is complex. If we were to summarize, we would write of the 
totally land route from the Persian/Arabian Gulf and so all 
the way to the shores of the eastern Mediterranean. This 
route declined in the seventeenth century. In the Red Sea 
area the situation was much more complex. It is clear that 
both land and sea routes, or a combination of both, were used. 
It was possible to go by land all the way from say Cairo to 
Mocha, with numerous stops on the way. Damascus to Mecca 
or Jiddah was usually done entirely by land, though some- 
times the sea would be used for the last sector, from say 
Yanbo to Jiddah. The route from Cairo was, similarly, usual- 
ly done by a combination of land and sea, and Suez was the 
usual place of transhipment and transfer. As we stressed, 
Jiddah was the major mart, where goods arrived both by land 
and sea, but mostly the latter, and were then transferred to 
more suitable conveyances. In the case of goods going north, 
to either Damascus or Cairo, this meant a transfer to small- 
er boats for goods going on by sea, or to camel caravans for 
goods going by land. For goods going south towards Mocha 
and the Arabian Sea, the transfer was most often to larger 
ships, though some goods did continue by land as far as 
Mocha. 

What is most clear in all this is that very little of this 
trade had anything to do with religion or specifically with the 
hajj. The sea trade simply could not fit the times of the hajj. 
Land trade could, but given the way so many goods travelled 
part of the way by sea, much land trade also was circum- 
scribed by the monsoons, and was timed to arrive at a partic- 
ular port when ships could also reach it on the relevant mon- 
soon. The exceptions were the pilgrim caravans which, of 
necessity, were governed by the lunar calendar. As we have 
seen, their economic role was small,. We can now turn to an 
investigation of the economy of Mecca itself, and conclusively 
put to rest the whole notion of a link between trade and reli- 
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gion, or anything which could be described as a “hajj market” 
dominating the whole trade and economy of the Middle East 
and western India. 
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The Economy of Mecca 
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hen we look at economic activity in Mecca in the 

early modern period we find substantial trade, 

especially at the time of the pilgrimage, in provi- 
sions and other goods connected with the hajj and the needs 
of the pilgrims. What we do not find is significant trade 
through Mecca in which the town was used as a market or a 
transhipment center. There was some trade to be sure, but in 
the context of total Middle East trade, and the trade of the 
Hijaz, it was minor. Most people on the hajj caravans did not 
trade, except in souvenirs and provisions. The so-called hajj 
market was a market to meet the needs of the pilgrims. As 
such, in economic terms it was quite atypical, and in sum was 
of much less economic importance than more routine markets 
in such port cities as Jiddah. 

But there were, of course, connnections between Mecca 
and Jiddah. Part of Jiddah’s trade was related to the hajj. 
Those pilgrims who came by sea passed through the port, and 
a proportion of the products sold during the hajj obviously 
were imported through Jiddah. Thus we could say that Mecca 
was to considerable extent dependent on Jiddah, but that the 
reverse does not apply, for as we saw Jiddah had a large trade 
from its role as a hinge or nodal point in the Red Sea and this 
had nothing to do with Mecca. For Jiddah, trade with Mecca 
was only one of many links. 

The trouble with Mecca was that it was unable to feed 
itself, and was not located so as to be a natural trade center. 
It has long been believed that, at the time of the Prophet, 
Mecca was an important trade center, and that the flux and 
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change caused by this, notably the way new economic élites 
were undermining traditional kin-oriented allegiances, creat- 
ed conditions sympathetic to the message of the Prophet. 
Recent research has begun to question this, in particular to 
say that Mecca was in fact not an important trade center at 
this time. In any case, it seems clear that soon after the time 
of the Prophet whatever role the town may have had in trade 
entered a period of decline which continues today.! As an 
early nineteenth-century pilgrim noted, Mecca “is not placed 
in any direct line of passage ... . Its centre, therefore, cannot 
be in any direct line of communication with the neighbouring 
countries to which access may be had by sea. Its ports at most 
will only serve as sea-port towns to trading vessels, as is the 
case with Djedda and Mokka upon the Red Sea, and Muscat 
near the mouth of the Persian Gulph. Mecca not being situ- 
ated in the route to any country of consequence, nature has 
not designed it as a place of commerce, placed as it is in the 
middle of an extremely barren desert, which prevents its 
inhabitants from being either husbandmen or shepherds. 
What resources then remain to them for subsistence?”2 
What resources indeed, for the surrounding area was and 
is notoriously infertile. As Varthema said, “You must know 
that, in my opinion, the curse of God has been laid upon the 
said city, for the country produces neither grass nor trees, nor 
any one thing. And they suffer from so great a dearth of water 
.. ”3 As a result the town was almost totally dependent on 
imported food, which came from as far away as Cairo, via 
Jiddah, and Arabia and Ethiopia.! A mid-fifteenth-century 
pilgrim noted that the inhabitants of Mecca “have no food- 
stuffs or other supplies apart from what is brought to them 
by pilgrims and by Indian and Egyptian ships, for as God has 
said, Mecca is barren and has no tillage.”5 Such was the lack 
of productivity of the Hijaz that not only food, but even teak 
to repair the Great Mosque had to be imported, from India, 
and iron from southern Bulgaria via Egypt. The early 
Portuguese noted that Mecca was dependent for food on sup- 
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plies from Jiddah, which itself imported most of its food from 
other areas on the shores of the Red Sea.” It was in fact a 
pious and meritorious act to send food to Mecca and Medina. 
Several travelers noticed how the Ottomans did this so lav- 
ishly. Ovington found each year 20 or 25 ships coming from 
Egypt, financed by the government and laden with provisions 
and money.’ Sixty years later Niebuhr noticed very large 
patronage from the Ottomans to the whole area and its 
rulers. The sharifs and their numerous families were given 
pensions, and “With these pensions, and the freight of four or 
five large vessels, which he sends every year to Jidda, laden 
with provisions, he supports almost all the inhabitants of 
Mecca and Medina. During the whole time, while the pil- 
grims remain in the city of Mecca, as much water as two 
thousand camels can bear is daily distributed gratis; not to 
speak of the vast number of presents with which he adorns 
the Kaba, and gratifies the descendants of Mahomet.” 9 

The result was that the towns were usually well supplied 
with provisions. A late twelfth century pilgrim said that 
wheat was cheap when he was in Mecca, and typically attrib- 
uted this to divine intervention: “This price in a land that has 
no farms, and no source of sustenance for its people save the 
provisions imported to it, is one in which the aid and favour 
of God is manifest.”10 As we noted, many pilgrims tried to 
overcome this problem by bringing with them all the supplies 
they would need both for the journey to and from Mecca, and 
for their stay in the Holy City. Obviously not everyone could 
do this, and in any case for fresh provisions, such as meat and 
fruit, recourse had to be made to the very inflated monopo- 
listic Mecca markets. 

Contemporary accounts make it all too clear that the res- 
idents of Mecca were totally dependent for their livelihood on 
the annual pilgrimage. A pilgrim wrote that “Mecca is so poor 
by nature, that if the house of God ceased to exist, it would be 
inevitably deserted in two years, or at least reduced to a sim- 
ple douar, or hamlet; for the inhabitants in general subsist 
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for the rest of the year upon what they accumulate during the 
time of the pilgrimage, at which period the place puts on a 
lively appearance, commerce is animated, and the half of the 
people are transformed into hosts, merchants, porters, ser- 
vants, etc; and the other, attached entirely to the service of 
the temple [sc. for Ka’ba], live upon the alms and gifts of the 
pilgrims.” All this was recognized in popular sayings. An 
old Meccan one ran: “We sow no wheat or sorghum, the pil- 
grims are our crops,” and another said that the hajj was “the 
bread of the Hijaz.”12 The economy in fact was purely an 
exchange one. Nothing was produced, there were not even 
any factories except small ones producing goods oriented to 
the pilgrimage.!3 This applied beyond our period too, and 
indeed until today. Hurgronje in the late nineteenth century 
noted that the residents made all their money from supply- 
ing, and cheating, the pilgrims, as the town offered no other 
source of livelihood.!4 Burton noted disapprovingly, “It is com- 
mon practice for the citizen to anticipate the pilgrimage sea- 
son by falling into the hands of the usurer. If he be in luck, he 
catches and ‘skins’ one or more of the richest Hajis.” If not he 
was in trouble, as interest rates were high.!5 An account of 
the hajj of 1991 noted that “Saudi merchants do more busi- 
ness in a few days than in the entire year outside the Haj.” 16 

It is sometimes claimed that while Jiddah, Mecca and 
Medina were all almost totally dependent on imported food, 
Mecca was unique in that its main need for food was when its 
population was grossly inflated at the time of the hajj. The 
other two cities were different in that visitors came all 
through the year, to Jiddah for trade, and to Medina to visit 
the tomb of the Prophet, something which could be done at 
any time. However, while there is no doubt that the great 
concentration was at the time of the pilgrimage, we noted 
earlier that it was always meritorious to visit Mecca, to cir- 
cumambulate the Ka’ba, to study there, and to engage in a 
series of umrahs. There was in fact a mini-version of the hajj 
on the occasions when especially important times for an 
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umrah occurred, for while these can be done at any time 
there are nevertheless certain times when it is better than 
usual to do them. Ibn Jubayr noted that the month of Rajab 
had associated with it an important lesser pilgrimage and 
many people came to Mecca for it. In a minor version of what 
happened during the great pilgrimage, a tribe from the 
Yemen “prepare themselves to arrive at this Blessed City ten 
days before the festival combining the aims of performing the 
lesser pilgrimage, and of provisioning the land with various 
kinds of food . . . They arrive in thousands, men and camels, 
laden with the goods we have described, and bringing an 
abundance of viands to the people of the City and to the pil- 
grims who have settled there.” 17 

The hajj, and generally the esteemed position of Mecca in 
the Muslim world, had another economic significance also. As 
we noted, many Indian Muslim rulers saw it as a pious oblig- 
ation to send charity, and build hospices, in the Holy City. So 
also some sent charitable supplies of food. Aurangzeb, it will 
be remembered, sent quite large sums, as also did several of 
Gujarat’s more pious rulers. We also have evidence of charity 
and alms being sent from Muslims in India via the merchant 
fleet trading, in the period before the Portuguese disrupted 
this, from Calicut.18 The famous raconteur and dubiously 
veracious traveler Fernão Mendes Pinto, while a slave in 
Mocha, was nearly sent off as an offering to the ruler of 
Mecca.!9 The powerful Muslim ruler of Aceh, in Sumatra, also 
maintained close ties with Mecca and sent expensive gifts to 
the rulers, receiving in return titles and recognition.2º Nearly 
three centuries later, in the 1770s, we have a full, denigrat- 
ing, and grossly overwritten account of this from an 
Englishman: “The remotest corners of the East pay homage 
to his [the sharif’s] title. The way-worn pilgrim ceaseless toils 
from Teflis’ towers or Mesopotamia’s waste, to add his little 
mite to the treasure of Medina’s people; while Asiatic princes, 
subahs of Ind, and sultans of the Spicy Isles, which westward 
bound the Southern ocean, enrich the Prophet’s shrine with 
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gems and gold. The large sum of money which our vessel 
brought for the service of the Mosque, as a peace-offering 
from the nabob of Arcot, on the decease of his daughter, is a 
corroborating evidence of the enthusiasm of Mussulmen. It 
amounted to one lack and a half of rupees, which is near 
£20,000 sterling, and was the gift of a prince, whom the world 
need not be told is so involved in debt, as not to require this 
drain to exhaust his mortgaged revenues.” 21 

The hajj also produced economic benefits of dubious legal- 
ity for local rulers and bandits. A Portuguese report from the 
early sixteenth century tells us that the sharif made large 
sums from taxing all of the pilgrim caravans. It appears that 
from the Cairo caravan alone he made from this head tax 
12,000 cruzados.22 We presumably should at least double this 
to cover all the other caravans coming from Damascus, and 
from the south. The pilgrims complained about this, but 
much worse were the local beduin, who specialized in robbing 
the pilgrim caravans. It was for this reason that the relative 
law and order provided by the Ottomans from the early six- 
teenth century resulted in an increase in the number of 
pilgrims. 

As we have noted, merchants often accompanied these 
caravans, and it is also to be remembered that they were all 
Muslims. While this monopoly was nice for them, this fact 
alone militated against major trade at Mecca, for many mer- 
chants in the early modern Middle East were Christians or 
Jews. Itis clear that in Mecca there was a major market dur- 
ing the time of the hajj, as indeed one would expect given the 
numbers of people involved. It will be remembered that per- 
haps 200,000 people would be present for the hajj. Pitts noted 
Indian pilgrims bringing “many rich and choice goods, which 
are sold to all sorts of persons who resort to Mecca.”23 Ibn 
Jubayr similarly wrote that in Mecca in 1183 


“From all parts produce is brought to it, and it is 
the most prosperous of countries in its fruits, useful 
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requisites, commodities and commerce. And although 
there is no commerce save in the pilgrim period, nev- 
ertheless, since people gather in it from east and west, 
there will be sold in one day, apart from those that fol- 
low, precious objects such as pearls, sapphires, and 
other stones, various kinds of perfumes such as musk, 
camphor, amber and aloes, Indian drugs and other 
articles brought from India and Ethiopia, the products 
of the industries of Iraq and Yemen, as well as the 
merchandise of Khurasan, the goods of the Maghrib, 
and other wares such as it is impossible to enumerate 
or correctly assess. Even if they were spread over all 
lands, brisk markets could be set up with them and all 
would be filled with the useful effects of commerce. All 
this is within the eight days that follow the pilgrim- 
age, and exclusive of what might suddenly arrive 
throughout the year from the Yemen and other coun- 
tries. Not on the the face of the world are there any 
goods or products but that some of them are in Mecca 
at this meeting of the pilgrims.” 24 


Varthema in the early sixteenth century said “in this city 
there is carried on a very extensive traffic of merchandise, 
that is, of jewels, spices of every kind in abundance, cotton in 
large quantities, wax and odoriferous substances in the 
greatest abundance.”25 And as we would expect, we have 
records of goods, including spices, entering places like Egypt, 
Iran, Iraq and Damascus on caravans which had come via 
Mecca.26 This trade was mostly done by the merchants who 
came with the caravans. Our Indian pilgrim noted an 
Egyptian, “who had frequently visited Mecca for trade and 
had also performed the Hajj many times.”27 Some trade also 
was done by pilgrims, who sold goods in Mecca and so 
financed their return home. Another variant was the sale of 
goods from which the proceeds were given as alms in Mecca. 
The point to stress about this trade in Mecca of costly but not 
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specifically religious goods is that it was a trade in “rarities” 
—pearls, carpets, fine cloths—and precisely because they 
were being bought in Mecca (they were of course imports, not 
local products) they sold at double their usual price. In other 
words, some of Mecca’s sanctity rubbed off on these mundane, 
though costly, goods.28 

We also have descriptions of markets in Mecca itself dur- 
ing the hajj period and immediately after it. Faroghi has pro- 
duced by far the best modern account of this matter.29 She 
notes that Mecca lived from pilgrims, and subsidies from 
the Ottomans. There were few artisans, and no mention of 
guilds, nor of local agriculture or manufactures. The main 
time for trade was after the restraints were lifted following 
the end of the rites at Mina. At this huge market there may 
have been 6,000 shops, or more, though most of them were 
small affairs, stalls rather than shops. Many of those who 
traded were not professional traders at home; some sold 
goods in order to cover their costs, and others bought goods in 
a speculative fashion, hoping to sell them for a profit back 
home. The whole complex made up a very large, if atypical, 
fair. 

The contemporary sources are a little confused on this 
matter. Our Indian pilgrim saw perfume sellers and other 
shops in the town.30 Ibn Battuta did the running between al- 
Safa and al-Marwa, and found there “an immense bazaar, in 
which are sold grain of various kinds, meat, dates, clarified 
butter, and other varieties of fruits . . . . There is at Mecca no 
organized market beyond this, except the cloth-merchants 
and druggists at the Gate of the Banu Shaiba.”31 Other 
accounts, however, describe a large market just after the hajj, 
at Mina on Dhu al-Hijja 11 to 13, that is, when the ihram was 
no longer being worn.32 A contemporary account says the 
pilgrims stayed five days at Mina, “because at that time there 
is a faire free and franke of al custome.”33 In the late seven- 
teenth century it was claimed that pilgrims stayed in Mecca 
for 10 or 12 days after their return from Arafat and Mina, and 
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that this was the great fair time, and was permissible 
because now the rites were completed and the newly-titled 
hajjis could engage in purchasing. Available were “all man- 
ner of East India goods, and abundance of fine stones for 
rings and Bracelets etc., brought from Yeamane [Yemen]; also 
of China ware and musk, and variety of other curiosities.” 34 

A Danish traveler, who wrote at second hand, claimed 
that the Ka’ba was surrounded by arcades “designed to pro- 
tect the pilgrims from the torrid heat of the day. They answer 
likewise another purpose; for the merchants, of whom great 
numbers accompany the caravans, expose their wares for 
sale under those arcades.”35 But at least by the mid-nine- 
teenth century the Mina market was hardly impressive. 
Burton said “ could not see the principal lines of shops, and, 
having been led to expect a grand display of merchandise, 
was surprised to find only mat-booths and sheds, stocked 
chiefly with provisions.” He mentions no other markets in 
Mecca. We should however, be wary of using nineteenth cen- 
tury evidence at all. We have noted that the whole economic 
picture of the Middle East had been changed by the increas- 
ing dominance of western Europe. Furthermore, from late in 
the eighteenth century Wahhabi influence was important in 
Mecca. These puritans were bitterly opposed to what they 
saw as innovations, and acted forcefully to clean up religious 
observance in general, and especially the corruption of the 
hajj by too much pelf as opposed to piety.36 Today commerce 
again is given free reign, but apparently more often now 
before the pilgrimage starts. An account of the 1991 kajj 
noted that “Although Islamic teaching disapproves, the pre- 
Haj period is also a time of non-stop shopping.” 37 

Some pilgrims were offended by trading activities during 
the hajj period at least. Ibn Jubayr in 1183 noted disapprov- 
ingly that “Throughout all the days of the festival, the sacred 
Mosque . . . became a great market in which were sold com- 
modities ranging from flour to agates, and from wheat to 
pearls, and including many other things of merchandise... . 
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That this is forbidden by divine law is known.”38 In the late 
seventeenth century our Indian pilgrim also found this to be 
inappropriate. “It was also observed that many of them [pil- 
grims] were frequently busy in worldly things particularly in 
purchasing goods and valuables.” He also complained of dis- 
order at the time of the hajj. “In the season of pilgrimage the 
market of cutpurses becomes more brisk. The violence and 
disturbance of the wicked persons from Egypt and western 
countries [that is, the Maghreb] generate much heat during 
the mercantile activities in the market .. . ”39 Even in the 
nineteenth century we get these sorts of complaints; note how 
in this one merchants are clearly distinguished from pil- 
grims. “At the Mina market large quantities of goods are sold, 
and pilgrims say that the merchants are so absorbed in busi- 
ness that they have no leisure for devotion, and that with the 
view of protecting their goods, they remain in their shops and 
omit to perform the rites.” 4° 

The crucial point then is that Mecca was not an “ordi- 
nary’ center of exchange. A perceptive English traveler in the 
late seventeenth century put it as well as anyone ever has: 
“Its buildings are... very ordinary, insomuch that it would 
be a place of no tolerable entertainment, were it not for the 
anniversary resort of so many thousand hagges, or pilgrims, 
on whose coming the whole dependence of the town (in a 
manner) is; for many shops are scarcely open all the year 
besides.” 41 The modern French savant Jean Aubin is similar- 
ly perceptive: “Situated in the precarious environment of a 
desert city threatened by Beduin incursions, Mecca is a great 
commercial and intellectual crossroads teeming with the 
faithful from all countries during the pilgrimmage season; 
the rest of the year the city is alive with cargo arrivals, mer- 
chants bound for India or returning from a dangerous cross- 
ing, the celebrations they give for marriages, etc.”42 

By far the best analysis of this matter comes in the work 
of the urban geographer F.E. Peters. Any possibility of nor- 
mal trade in Mecca was ended early in the Islamic period 
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because the town “found a new and extraordinarily success- 
ful export item of its own manufacture,” that is, religion. 
Commerce in the town was all oriented to the hajj. Beduin 
sold sheep and goats for the sacrifice. Barbers plied their 
trade, camel brokers provided transport to Arafat, others 
flourished as loan sharks, pawnbrokers and prostitutes. 
Nearly everyone rented out rooms during the season. Some 
even made a living acting as bridegrooms for temporary mar- 
riages so that single women could engage in the rituals. 
Peters notes that one of the many specialist functions to ser- 
vice pilgrims were the guides, dalil, or more correctly 
mutawwif, whom we have described previously. They were 
“Mecca’s largest and most important guild industry.” They 
arranged everything, and were indispensable as guides to the 
complicated ritual. They were very tightly organized, and 
acted generally as agents and facilitators for the pilgrims. 
“Though it had no share in the great international spice 
trade, Mecca was from beginning to end a community of 
entrepreneurs, eager if occasionally amateur practitioners of 
a highly seasonal occupation that engaged the energies of 
everyone from sharif to beggar.” Before the hajj caravans 
arrived all the inhabitants went to Jiddah to buy Indian 
goods, took them back to Mecca, and sold them to pilgrims at 
a markup of at least 50 percent. Once the hajj was over the 
merchants closed their shops and went off to al-Ta’if, in the 
mountains, or to Jiddah, where most of them had their 
homes. Peters makes a very useful comparison between this 
sort of commerce and more usual activity: “Mecca was 
undoubtedly one of the great trading centers of the Islamic 
Middle Age, not in the familiar manner of Cairo or Istanbul 
or Damascus, however, where commerce was part of an intri- 
cate network of wholesale and retail trade, of import and 
manufacture, credit and banking, and where merchant 
princes stored their goods in monumental khans and did 
their business in elegant bazaars. There were wealthy 
Meccan merchants, to be sure, and healthy profits to be 
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made, but the trade there was overwhelmingly retail as well 
as occasional and so necessarily opportunistic, and there was 
little in Mecca that resembled a commercial network or even 
a permanent economic establishment.” 43 

Thus most of the trade of Mecca was designed to cater to 
the needs of the pilgrims, perhaps 200,000 of them. Among 
the goods sold were provisions most obviously, but also sou- 
venirs which the more wealthy at least could take home and 
use to impress their neighbors. While anything bought in 
Mecca, even if it was not a local product, would still have a 
certain aura about it, items closely associated with the Ka’ba, 
the Great Mosque, and the religion in general were especial- 
ly valued and especially esteemed as things to take home. 

We may note first several rather less important “pious 
souvenirs.” It will be remembered that Aurangzeb was meant 
to be impressed by small brooms which had been used to 
sweep out the interior of the Ka’ba; these indeed were impor- 
tant items. Peters calls them “souvenir whisks made from the 
brooms used to sweep out the Bayt Allah.” 44 A contemporary 
described how the sharif himself swept out the interior of the 
Ka’ba, using water, and people even tried to get some of this. 
“And the besoms wherewith the Beat is cleansed are broken 
in pieces and thrown out amongst the mob; and he that gets 
a small stick or twig of it keeps it as a sacred relique.”45 A 
Danish visitor in 1763 bought, in Jiddah, a drawing of the 
Ka’ba. “This painter gained his livelihood by making such 
draughts of the Kaba, and selling them to pilgrims.” 46 A gen- 
erally well-informed European traveler described a more 
bloody souvenir, one for which I can find no other supporting 
evidence. After Arafat, back in Mecca “their Hetzas, or High- 
Priest, makes a Procession, conducting through the chief 
streets a Camel which is appointed for the Sacrifice. The Hair 
of this Camel is a very precious Relick among them; whence 
it comes, that the Pilgrims throng, to get as near as they can 
to the Beast, and to snatch off some of his Hair, which they 
fasten to their arms, as a very sacred thing. The Hetzas, after 
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he hath walk'd the Beast sufficiently, leads him to the 
Meydan, that is the great Market-place, and puts him into 
the hands of the Baily, or Judge of the City, whom they call 
Daroga, who, attended by some other Officers, kills him with 
an Axe, giving him many blows in the Head, Neck, and 
Breast. As soon as the Camel is dead, all the pilgrims endeav- 
our to get a piece of him, and throng with such earnestnesse 
and so confusedly, with Knives in their hands, that their 
Devotions are never concluded, but there are many Pilgrims 
kilPd and hurt, who are afterwards allow'd a place in their 
Martyrologies.”47 

Two items were most valued. One was the highly ornate 
covering of the Ka'ba, which each year was replaced by the 
ruler of Egypt, at first the Mamluks and later the Ottoman 
sultan, who indeed also provided annually a new covering for 
the tomb of the Prophet in Medina. Each year the new cov- 
ering of the Ka'ba took six months to make. The cost was met 
from wagfs and other state support. The Cairo caravan was 
distinguished by the fact that it took with it this kiswa, or 
covering for the Ka’ba, which was carried in the Mahmal-i 
Sharif, a richly adorned litter which accompanied the cara- 
van to the Holy Places and back again. E.W. Lane in 1835 left 
us a famous description of this, which gives some impression 
of the general opulence and prestige of the whole caravan: 


It is a square skeleton-frame of wood, with a pyra- 
midal top; and has a covering of black brocade, richly 
worked with inscriptions and ornamental embroidery 
in gold, in some parts upon a ground of green and red 
silk, and bordered with a fringe of silk, with tassels 
surmounted by silver bells. Its covering is not always 
made after the same pattern with regard to the deco- 
rations, but in every cover that I have seen, I have 
remarked, on the upper part of the front, a view of the 
Temple of Mekkeh [sc. for the Ka’ba], worked in gold; 
and, over it, the Sultan’s cypher. It contains nothing; 
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but has two mushafs (or copies of the Koran), one on a 
scroll, and the other in the usual form of a little book, 
and each enclosed in a case of gilt silver, attached, 
externally, at the very top... . The Mahmal is borne 
by a fine tall camel, which is generally indulged with 
exemption from every kind of labor during the 
remainder of its life.48 


The actual covering was called the kiswa, the “curtain” of 
the Ka’ba. A European pilgrim in about 1580 noted that 
before the Cairo caravan left, the Pasha handed over to the 
leader of the caravan “ye Chisva Talnabi, which signifieth in 
the Arabian tongue, The garment of the Prophet: this vesture 
is of silke, wrought in the midst with letters of gold, which 
signifie: La illa illalla Mahumet Resullala: that is to say, 
There are no gods but God, and his ambassadour Mahumet. 
This garment is made of purpose to cover from top to botome 
a litle house in Mecca standing in the midst of the Mesquita 
[i.e. the Ka’ba]”49 Once the new one arrived in Mecca, the old 
one was taken off “and the olde vesture is [given to] the 
eunuches which serve in the sayde Mosquita, who after sell it 
unto the pilgrimes at foure or five serafines the pike, and 
happy doth that man thinke himselfe, which can get never so 
little a piece thereof, to conserve ever after as a most holy 
relique: and they say, that putting the same under the head 
of a man at the houre of his death, through vertue thereof all 
his sinnes are forgiven.” 50 

There appears to have been a substantial trade in the 
pieces of this covering, for our Indian pilgrim also noted “It is 
lawful to purchase the cover of the Khana Ka’ba from the ser- 
vants and poor among whom it has been distributed, and it is 
also disallowed to sell it.”51 We have an extended description 
of the whole matter from a European traveler of the late sev- 
enteenth century. The sharif takes off the old covering, “and 
cuts it into pieces and sells it to the hagges, who care not 
(almost) how much they give for a piece of it. They being so 


182 


THE Economy OF MECCA 


eager after these shreds, a piece of the bigness of a sheet of 
paper will cost a sultane, i.e. nine or ten shillings. Yea, the 
very cotton rope (to which the lower part of the covering was 
fastened) is also cut into pieces, untwisted, and sold. Many 
buy a piece of the covering of the Beat [the Bayt Allah, that is 
the Ka’ba] on purpose to have it laid on their breast when 
they are dead and be buried with them. This they carry 
always with them, esteeming it as an excellent amulet to pre- 
serve them from all manner of danger. I am apt to believe 
that the Sultan Shirreef makes so much money of the old cov- 
ering as the new may cost; although they say that the work 
that is in it is alone the employment of many people for the 
whole year’s space.” 52 

The other main religious souvenir or relic was the water 
of the famous well of Zamzam. As Qazvini noted, it was mer- 
itorious to drink this water, and to wash in it, and even to 
peer down into the well. And he added that “It is virtuous to 
take it to other parts of the world.”53 A European account con- 
veys the whole matter well. Four men drew the water out, 
and were not paid for this task. The hajjis drank it, and 
washed in it. “The hagges, when they come first to Mecca, 
drink of it unreasonably; by which means they are not only 
much purged, but their flesh breaks out all in pimples; and 
this they call the purging of their spiritual corruptions.” “Yes, 
such a high esteem they have for it, that many hagges carry 
it home to their respective countries, in little latten or tin 
pots (Peters notes that making these was just about the only 
domestic production of Mecca.)54, and present it to their 
friends, half a spoonful, it may be, to each; who receive it in 
the hollow of their hand with great care and abundance of 
thanks, sipping a little of it and bestowing the rest on their 
faces and naked heads; at the same time holding up their 
hands and desiring of God that they also may be so happy 
and prosperous as to go on pilgrimage to Mecca.”55 At the 
time of the fair after the hajj “the dervises are wholly 
employ’d in distributing and selling that holy water to the 
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ignorant people.”58 Some pilgrims simply took a small con- 
tainer of the water back home with them, but “Everyone 
almost now buys a caffin, or shroud, of fine linen to be buried 
in, for they never use coffins for that purpose; which might 
have been procured at Algier, or their other respective homes, 
at a much cheaper rate, but they choose to buy it here, 
because they have the advantage of dipping it in the holy 
water, Zem Zem. They are very careful to carry the said caf- 
fin with them wherever they travel, whether by sea or land, 
that they maybe sure to be buried therein.” 57 

This practice in fact did have a profound secondary eco- 
nomic significance. A French observer from the 1770s noted 
the huge trade in Indian cloth at Mocha and Jiddah, and 
stressed that this was helped by religious factors. Pilgrims in 
Mecca, he said, always provided themselves with some 
shrouds, made of Bengal cotton. The majority of these pil- 
grims, however, were doing this on commission for those who 
themselves could not make the hajj. He claimed, in what 
seems to be a gross exaggeration, that there were always at 
least 500,000 hajjis each year, and they had each with them 
a minimum of three shrouds, so that, according to him, some 
3,000,000 shrouds were traded, and blessed, each year.58 Be 
this as it may, it is clear that this trade in holy souvenirs was 
an extensive one. We noted other relics being sent to Mughal 
emperors in what was really a thinly disguised form of trade, 
for the sharif expected to get back items more valuable even 
if less holy. In the early nineteenth century similarly Ali Bey 
acquired various souvenirs of his hajj; not only a bit of cloth 
from the Ka’ba, but also Zamzam water and several small 
brooms which had been used to sweep out the Ka’ba.59 

To summarize this important matter, it seems clear that 
trade in Mecca was very largely restricted to the period of the 
pilgrimage; at other times there was only a minor market in 
provisions. At the time of the hajj there were variations in 
trade. On the one hand we have the vast majority of people 
in the town, who were visitors for the religious ceremonies, 
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and who took no part in trade for profit. Indeed, many of 
these did not even do any shopping; forewarned of the 
expense of Mecca, and the profiteering propensities of its 
inhabitants, they took all they needed with them, and also 
had on hand food sufficient to get them back home again. If 
they did not, they would buy what food was absolutely essen- 
tial; if they had overcalculated, they would sell the surplus to 
their less provident fellow pilgrims. These people might, at 
the most, buy some holy water and a piece of the covering if 
they could afford it, but this normally was the limit of their 
trade. We must remember that very many of the pilgrims 
were poor people, who had saved for years to make this great 
journey. Indeed many were subsidized by pious rulers and 
nobles. Such people obviously were not going to be buying 
jewels or spices. 

Then there are the doubtless rather large numbers of pil- 
grims who not only did pious souvenir shopping but also had 
to buy food for the journey home. This group might also, if 
they could afford it; buy more secular souvenirs, or even take 
advantage of a good buy to pick up something they then 
would sell on the way home, in other words the early modern 
travelers’ check phenomenon. 

Finally we have merchants pure and simple, who took 
advantage of the vast concourse of people to sell their wares, 
and might also take the time to do the hajj themselves. The 
goods traded would be souvenirs for the pilgrims, and provi- 
sions for their return journey, and other normal trade goods 
which would be sold to other merchants or to the few more 
wealthy pilgrims. And finally we must remember that for the 
inhabitants of Mecca and its environs this was their great 
opportunity to provide for the rest of the year when the town 
would be more or less deserted. During the hajj they acted as 
guides, they leased rooms in their houses, they provided 
transport, porterage, and animals for the sacrifice, they 
engaged in commerce, and those of them attached to the 
Great Mosque sold pious souvenirs and controlled access to 
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Zamzam and other significant places. It is this sort of disag- 
gregation of our data which enables us to see in its correct 
perspective the whole link between the hajj and economic 
activity, and which means we can say that the connection was 
tenuous, and that while Mecca was the site for a major, if eco- 
nomically atypical, fair during the hajj period, it then each 
year returned to a position of commercial insignificance. 
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Conclusion 


he whole subject of pilgrims and pilgrimages seems to 

be a vague one at present, even if the Islamic version 

has been by and large neglected. This is strange, for 
the hajj is the largest routine gathering of people for any pur- 
pose in world history, a status it has enjoyed for well over a 
millennium. This concluding chapter aims to describe pil- 
grimage as a more general phenomenon, which will compare 
accounts of pilgrimage in other religious traditions and look 
at more theoretical studies, especially those of Victor and 
Edith Turner.! 

South Asian scholars, often geographers, have recently 
produced many studies of Hindu pilgrimages, among them 
Irawati Karve's brief but evocative article? and Bhardwaj’s 
larger academic study.3 Some accounts of Christian pilgrim- 
ages can be of use and interest. Sumption produced an excel- 
lent account of medieval Christianity which discusses saints, 
relics, miracles and finally pilgrims. His account is however 
very much social and religious description, with very little 
discussion of any economic or political implications.4 Braudel 
provides a typically excellent brief account in his classic 
The Mediterranean.5 An older study by Heath of medieval pil- 
grimages is full of curious information on, for example, fla- 
gellants, indulgences and actual routes, the “Pilgrims’ Way” 
followed by his pilgrims. Kendall’s book is basically descrip- 
tive, profusely illustrated, and contains long quotations from 
documents, while the Davies’ case study is full of interest.” 
Howard’s study of Christian pilgrimages is a graceful account 
of the role of these in the wider religion, and again is short on 
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economic and political implications. Yet his approach is not 
totally pious and religious.8 An excellent comparative study 
has been produced by the urban geographer Peters, who com- 
pares Mecca and Jerusalem in the early modern period. This 
is a most distinguished work.? 

Nevertheless, in general statements about pilgrimage, 
and in accounts of Christian pilgrimages, we begin to find 
problems. This applies particularly to the important anthro- 
pologist Victor Turner, whose work, while purportedly 
describing pilgrimage in general, in fact is based on his pro- 
found knowledge, and acute analysis, of Christian practice. 
What are some of his main insights? 

The best short statement of Victor Turner’s ideas came in 
a piece by his widow and collaborator, in the Encyclopedia of 
Religion. She wrote, “Pilgrimage has the classic three-stage 
form of a rite of passage: (1) separation (the start of the jour- 
ney), (2) the liminal state (the journey itself, the sojourn at 
the shrine, and the encounter with the sacred), and (3) reag- 
gregation (the homecoming). . .. The middle stage of a pil- 
grimage is marked by an awareness of temporary release 
from social ties and by a strong sense of communitas ('com- 
munity, fellowship’). ..” For pilgrims communitas means “a 
special sense of bonding and of human kindness... . Yet, in 
each case, this communitas is channeled by the beliefs, val- 
ues, and norms of a specific historical religion.”10 

The key terms are “liminal” and “communitas.” These 
related terms are to be seen as part of Turner’s distinction 
between “structure” and “anti-structure.” “Man [sic] is both a 
structural and an anti-structural entity, who grows through 
anti-structure and conserves through structure.” “Structure, 
or all that holds people apart, defines their differences, and 
constrains their actions, is one pole in a charged field, for 
which the opposite pole is communitas, or anti-structure.” 
Communitas occurs during the liminal stage of a journey, 
that is after the departure but before the return, “when the 
subject is in spatial separation from the familiar and habitu- 
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al .... [it stresses] generic rather than particularistic rela- 
tionships,” it is “a threshold between more or less stable 
phases of the social process” or again, it is any condition out- 
side or on the peripheries of everyday life, and a time which, 
because “the rules recognized as legitimate by the political 
and intellectual elites at a given time” are less operable, is 
often marked by cultural creativity. Despite the constraints 
and obligations, pilgrimages at least in premodern times 
“represented a higher level of freedom, choice, volition, struc- 
turelessness, than did, say, the world of the manor, village, or 
medieval town. It was yin to its yang, cosmopolitanism to its 
local particularism, communitas to its numerous struc- 
tures.” 11 

There is no need to question the power and analytical 
rigor of Turner’s work, nor indeed the usefulness of some of 
his insights for a study such as ours, but when he purports to 
describe pilgrimage as a universal phenomenon he and his 
followers often go astray. He once claimed that caste contin- 
ues to differentiate Hindu pilgrims, just as Islam does not 
allow non-Muslims to go to Mecca.!2 The comparison is non- 
sense, for the first relates to divisions within a perceived reli- 
gious group, while the second is a distinction between one 
religious group and all others. Similar problems appear in his 
discussions, and those of his followers, about the “orthodoxy” 
of pilgrimages. Edith Turner sees them as “outside the 
bounds of religious orthodoxy.” They draw “the faithful away 
from the center of organization.”!3 Similarly, Peter Brown 
notes that “As Victor Turner has pointed out, the abandon- 
ment of known structures for a situation where such struc- 
tures are absent, and the consequent release of spontaneous 
fellow feeling, are part of the enduring appeal of the experi- 
ence of pilgrimage in settled societies.” 14 

Now most of this simply does not apply, or at least not 
without serious qualifications, to the hajj. The hajj is central 
and orthodox, indeed it exemplifies orthodoxy and what is 
done is dictated by orthodox texts and guides. Certainly there 
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is communitas, but all constraint and control is not lost. 
Certainly it is an overwhelming experience, but within tight- 
ly circumscribed bounds. Those on the hajj were not free- 
floating, unbounded by any social norms; quite the reverse, 
for usual social structures were replaced by others which 
often were stricter than those of everyday life, such as the 
obligation for the hajji to wear special clothes (the ihram) 
and to abstain from cutting hair and sexual relations until 
the rituals were completed. Nor does this quotation from A. 
Dupront quite hit the mark for the hajj: “Pilgrimage society 
is a mixed and, therefore, to a high degree, a cohesive soci- 
ety in which persons of different ages, social standing, males 
and females and even clergymen and laymen take part in a 
vague communion.”!5 True, the hajj is meant to be like this, 
so that for example everyone is meant to wear the same hum- 
ble ihram, and women need not be veiled for no man would 
have impure thoughts on this most sanctified of occasions. 
Nevertheless, modern documentary films and books make it 
clear that distinctions of various sorts are in fact still 
observed. 

Similarly, Brown, again basing himself on the Turners, 
seems to find Islam to be much more centralized than it real- 
ly is: “if the translation of relics had not gained a major place 
in Christian piety, the spiritual landscape of the Christian 
Mediterranean might have been very different. It might have 
resembled that of the later Islamic world: the holy might 
have been permanently localized in a few privileged areas, 
such as the Holy Land, and in ‘cities of the saints,’ such as 
Rome. There might have been a Christian Mecca or a 
Christian Kerbela [sic], but not the decisive spread of the cult 
of major saints .. . ”16 But it is common knowledge that the 
Muslim world has a vast array of holy places, often tombs of 
holy people, and some of these are at least as widely known 
and revered as the great Christian saints Brown mentions. 
As just one example, Xavier de Planhol found in 1937 no less 
than 250,000 pilgrims at a shrine in Senegal,” while in 
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recent times each year some millions of shias visit the tomb 
of the eighth Imam at Mashhad in Iran. 

In some areas we find similarities, in some differences. 
Physical contact with a sacred object seems to have been 
more important for Christians, showing that Islam does not 
have the quasi-deification of saints that medieval 
Christianity had. Brown writes of what he happily calls “con- 
tact relics,” for example cloths which had touched a tomb of a 
saint.!8 These could well be equated with the shrouds dipped 
in Zamzam water which we noted in Chapter 8. On the gen- 
eral matter of pious souvenirs, Peters notes more similari- 
ties, for he quotes an account of how in Jerusalem there was 
the sale of “a variety of souvenirs which the pilgrims take 
back with them to their homeland. There they give them to 
their families and friends who regard them as valuable and 
cherished presents since everything that comes from 
Jerusalem is believed to be holy and that possession of them 
confers a blessing.”!9 Similarly with the very difficulty of 
doing a pilgrimage at all in a time before modern mass com- 
munications. We noted what a long journey the hajj was for 
many who undertook it, but similarly Braudel notes that 
Christian pilgrims to the Holy Land from Venice would spent 
on average 43 days on the journey there, and 93 for the 
return, all this for less than a month in Palestine! 2° 

Goitein provided a useful comparative perspective when 
he wrote that “Merchants, craftsmen and scholars alike 
would combine journeys undertaken in their personal inter- 
ests with pilgrimages to holy places. The Muslim pilgrimage, 
of course, far outstripped in importance those of the other two 
religions. In the first place, pilgrimage was one of the main 
religious duties of a Muslim whereas in Christianity and 
Judaism it was only a meritorious deed.”2! However, this 
applies to Jews only after the destruction of the Second 
Temple in the year 70. Before this time Jewish males were 
obliged to visit the Temple on, according to various accounts, 
one or three festival days each year. 22 Islam differs in that it 
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retains a compulsory pilgrimage and is happy to include 
women as well as men. 

When scholars write of pilgrimage as a form of travel, or 
even as tourism, they can also often be led astray. Turner can 
lead us into an investigation of the meanings of travel. He 
tells us that “we can envisage the social process involving a 
particular group of pilgrims during their preparations for 
departure, their collective experiences on the journey, their 
arrival at the pilgrim center, their behavior and impressions 
at the center, and their return journey, as a sequence of social 
dramas and social enterprises and other processual units... 
”23 Some indeed have evaluated pilgrimages precisely as a 
form of tourism.24 Victor Turner once remarked casually that 
pilgrimages are booming nowadays, but many “should per- 
haps be considered as tourists rather than pilgrims per se.” 25 
But more recently his widow tells us that “The temporary 
release from social ties that characterizes a pilgrim’s journey 
is Shared by other travelers who have an affinity with pil- 
grims, especially tourists and mystics. Tourists may, at heart, 
be pilgrims .. . ”26 

Pilgrimage has been facilitated by the same develop- 
ments, notably better and cheaper communications and 
means of travel, as has travel and tourism, but the purpose 
obviously is different. Travel and tourism are for fun, but the 
purpose of pilgrimage is at heart religious; to fulfil an obliga- 
tion, or to gain a blessing. Here is where the degree of volun- 
tariness, or conversely compulsion, is important. One can 
always chose not to travel this year, or indeed ever, if one can- 
not afford it, or if one chooses to spend discretionary income 
on other things. Pilgrims have less or no choice. Muslims 
going to Mecca are fulfilling a basic obligation of their faith, 
as were male Jews visiting the Temple before its destruction 
in 70CE. Others are slightly less obligatory, but still must be 
distinguished from travel and tourism. Sometimes the pil- 
grimage is undertaken after some boon has been granted, 
sometimes it is hoped that the pilgrim will be rewarded for 
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her efforts. The pilgrim believes that if God or some divine 
agent does such and such, he or she will be obliged to fulfil 
her part of the bargain and go to Jerusalem, Varanasi, 
Canterbury. Alternatively, if a pilgrim goes to Lourdes he will 
be cured. 

Thus while travel by definition is recreational and volun- 
tary, pilgrimage is not, or at least not to the same extent. This 
is reflected in the vast numbers of poor people who have 
taken part in pilgrimages over the millennia, but who have 
never gone away on holiday. Chaucer reminds us of this, as 
do the many accounts of medieval pilgrimage to the Holy 
Land, and perhaps most powerfully in the case of the hajj, 
not surprising as this is the most compulsory of all. 

More correctly, one would find a continuum of compul- 
sion, and of religiosity, in pilgrimage. This sort of mixing, 
even confusion, can be illustrated by the popular use of the 
word “Mecca.” The place is of course the focus of the Muslim 
hajj, so holy that non-Muslims are forbidden access, but in 
popular discourse it has been secularized, so that we talk of 
Nashville as a Mecca for country music fans, and Disneyland 
as a Mecca for visitors to the West coast. No doubt the afi- 
cionado does feel awe and wonder at these places, as does the 
hajji in Mecca, yet this pale secular imitation of the experi- 
ence of the pilgrim is still voluntary. But to the extent that 
the tourist visiting a secular “Mecca” undergoes a religious or 
mystical experience, this points to the dangers of over 
schematization. A hajji will buy souvenirs, a visitor to 
Nashville will have a lump in the throat. 

The point of course is obvious; “pure” travel, and espe- 
cially “pure” pilgrimage, do not exist, except as heuristic 
devices. How to categorize a person hacking around in the 
Holy Land, visiting shrines and also buying trinkets? As we 
have noted, pilgrim shrines inevitably are neighbors to mar- 
kets which sell vaguely sanctified goods, and on to mundane 
goods, and so to quite “unholy” products such as drugs and 
purchased sexual relations. Turner noted “Communion, mar- 
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keting, the fair, all went together in a place set apart.”27 A 
study of medieval Christian pilgrimage noted that “While the 
pilgrimage was a metaphor for human life and a spiritual 
exercise, the thing itself was a trip to and back from 
Jerusalem, Rome, or a particular shrine; so it was travel, 
which meant danger, adventure and curiosity. Hence the car- 
nival spirit that moralists frowned upon, and the startling 
abuses .. .” such as sexual escapades, graffiti writing on 
tombs and relics, and souveniring bits from shrines.28 

Finally, what of the degree and nature of communitas to 
be found among pilgrims, and how are the adepts set off by 
the way they define themselves by distinguishing themselves 
from the non-adepts, that is the role of the “Other” in creat- 
ing a bond among fellow pilgrims? At first sight it seems this 
may well be a useful insight for Christian or Hindu pilgrims, 
for they undertake their rituals surrounded by a mass of 
“Others” who are taking no part. What of Islam? On the face 
of it there is no comparison with any Other which can create 
solidarity, for only Muslims are allowed into Mecca. But in 
fact this seems to be an extreme version of what we have 
been saying. The Other is even more powerful, more defining 
by contrast, more given to create a feeling of community pre- 
cisely because it is not there at all. It is a matter of Muslims 
set off against the whole world, all people and all places out- 
side of Mecca. It is true that in Anderson’s terms the Muslim 
pilgrims are an “imagined community,” for one does not 
“know” all the other (maybe 2,000,000) pilgrims, yet the tie is 
no less strong, for all are bonded by undertaking common 
actions and austerities, and by a common at least minimal, 
knowledge of the requirement of the pilgrimage and the reli- 
gion in general.?9 

Other structural imperatives also reinforce this separate- 
ness, the mirror image of communitas. It is not a matter of 
the traveler leaving behind all restraints, all baggage from 
his “normal” life. As Turner noted, “though pilgrimages 
strain, as it were, in the direction of universal communitas, 
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they are still ultimately bounded by the structure of the reli- 
gious systems within which they are generated and per- 
sist.”80 The Muslim pilgrim travels relatively free, but once 
in the sacred area of Mecca his every action is constrained 
and regimented, especially by his guide, the mutawwif. Such 
mediators have been called “cultural brokers,” who guide and 
instruct the traveler, so that the “Other Place” is filtered 
through their eyes. In the case of the hajj each national group 
has its own broker who guides the pilgrim through the strict- 
ly defined rituals of the days of the pilgrimage, arranges 
accommodation and food. Anderson notes the horde of pil- 
grims at a sacred site, originating from all over the world, 
their imagined community being one created by a religious 
bond, but he goes on to distinguish between the vast horde of 
illiterate vernacular-speaking pilgrims and a small number 
of literate bilingual adepts drawn from each vernacular com- 
munity, who perform the unifying rites and interpret to their 
followings the meanings of their actions.3! 

What we have been writing about is a major matter, for 
we have been describing the main reason why people moved 
in the early modern period. Far more people traveled for pil- 
grimage than for any other reason, even for war. Thus they 
acted powerfully to break down the particularism of premod- 
ern societies. Nor of course was pilgrimage only travel. The 
vitality of all the major religions is largely a result of pil- 
grimage. Pilgrimage creates communitas indeed, and also 
bestows powerful benefits on those who return, whether this 
be a cure, a sense of personal accomplishment, or a new role 
as an exemplar of the faith. Those who “guard” the holy place 
accrue considerable prestige and often also profit. It is my 
hope that the present modest and limited work will serve to 
introduce others to this fascinating topic, and encourage 
more research and more comparisons with other forms of pil- 
grimage and of travel in general. 
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